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PREFACE 


In the following pages I have endeavoured to 
give, as clearly and concisely as possible, a 
description of the literature composing the 
Grail cycle, an analysis of its content, and 
a survey of the leading theories to which this 
perplexing body of romance has given rise. 

Lacking as we do MS. evidence for the 
initial stages in the development of the story, 
ignorant of the precise time and place of its 
birth as a theme for popular romance, it is 
impossible to present a theory that shall 
have behind it the weight and authority of 
established fact. There will always be too 
many missing links, however skilfully the 
chain be woven. But the theory set forth 
in these pages is that which, after twenty years 
spent in close and constant study of the 
subject, I believe to be the only one capable 
of meeting all the varied conditions of the 
problem. It is not as yet complete, and in 
the absence of fresh discoveries in the field of 
MS. literature perhaps may never be entirely 
so, but the fact that it places the question on 
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a new and wider basis, freeing it from the 
limits of mere literary criticism, introduces a 
new element of encouragement. If the study 
of the Grail Quest fall, as I hold it does, 
within the field of Comparative Religion, we 
can call to our aid scholars whose interest lies 
otherwise outside the fascinating, but to some 
minds perhaps superficial, realm of romantic 
literature. 

The whole problem gains in depth and im- 
portance, it passes alike from those problems 
which are the province of the scholar versed 
in philology and the establishment of critical 
texts, and from those which are the chosen 
playground of the enthusiastic amateur ; and 
that will in itself be clear gain, for if the Grail 
problem has suffered from the arid literalism 
of the former, it has suffered even more from 
the fantastic speculations of the latter. 

The ‘ Secret of the Grail ’ I hold to be above 
all a ‘ human’ problem, a subject of profound 
human interest, and one which touches such 
deep springs of human thought and need 
that it requires to be handled by those whose 
interest lies in dealing with the workings of 
the soul, as much as with the expression of 
literary intelligence. 

The real difficulty of the question lies in 
the fact that it is at once literary, religious, 
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and popular—this latter inasmuch as it deals 
with the transmission from one age to another, 
of a certain distinct and characteristic body 
of practice and belief. Its complete and 
harmonious solution demands the active and 
sympathetic co-operation of minds too apt 
to stand aloof from one another, too apt to 
view each other’s work with distrust, or even 
contempt. There is need here for the trained 
accuracy of the critic of incomplete, and often 
corrupt, texts; of the zeal and industry of 
the collector and transcriber of popular 
beliefs; above all, of the aid of the scholar 
whose highest aim and keenest interest lie 
in ascertaining what men have believed, and 
how, in their journey through the ages, they 
have conceived and expressed their relation 
to the Unseen. When these Seekers after 
Truth will consent to work together in har- 
mony, doing full justice each to the other’s 
view, then, and not till then, the ‘ Secret of 
the Grail ’ will cease to be a secret. 

If the Grail Quest were the offspring of 
mere literary imagination, however poetic 
and picturesque, if its literature were merely a 
romantic cycle which in this twentieth century 
possessed nothing but an archaic interest, 
it would have no place in this Quest Series. 
It is precisely upon the view set forth in 
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these pages as to its origin and development, 
that it can base a claim to admission among 
themes of vital and enduring interest. In 
the short space at my disposal it has been 
impossible to give evidence and authorities 
for all the statements made, but readers may 
rest assured that there is nothing stated as 
fact in these pages for which there is not ample 
evidence, no hypothesis which is not based 
upon sound and probable premises. Others 
may interpret the evidence somewhat differ- 
ently, but it exists, and its importance and 
extent will, I think, be a matter of surprise to 
many readers. Among those readers there 
may be some who, more at home than myself 
in those mysterious regions where pre-Chris- 
tian touched with Christian belief, may be 
able to throw light on the most obscure 
passages through which the fascinating legend 
passed on its way to complete Christian 
Mystic evolution. 
JESSIE L, WESTON. 


Paris, June 1913. 
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THE QUEST OF THE 
HOLY GRAIL 


CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTORY 


THE end of the twelfth and the beginning of 
the thirteenth centuries, a period covering, at 
its utmost extent, not more than some fifty 
years, witnessed the formation of a body of 
romantic literature, verse and prose, dealing 
with the quest for, and attainment of, a 
mysterious Talisman, varying in provenance, 
form, and effect, though known always by 
the same name. 

Thus, while that Talisman is always known 
as the Grail, the term may connote a mys- 
terious and undescribed Food-providing Ob- 
ject, which comes and goes without visible 
agency; a Stone, endowed with food- and 
life-giving properties, which also from time 
to time assumes the rôle of an oracle; a 
‘ Holy” Object, the form of which is not 
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indicated, wrought of gold and precious 
stones, and emitting a brilliant light; a 
Reliquary; the Dish from which our Lord 
. and His Disciples ate the Paschal Lamb at 
_the Last Supper, or the Cup of that Meal; 
the Vessel (sometimes that just mentioned, 
whether Cup or Dish, sometimes one specially 
made for the purpose) in which Joseph of 
Arimathea received the Blood which flowed 
from the Wounds of the Redeemer ; finally, 
a mysterious combination of these two latter 
forms with the Chalice of the Eucharist. 
Even in this final, highly ecclesiastized shape 
the Grail retains traces of its earlier origin, 
appearing and disappearing automatically 
and mysteriously, and, as one romance 
definitely states, being of no material sub- 
stance whatsoever, “ for of wood was it not, 
nor of any kind of metal nor of stone was it 
wrought, neither of horn, nor of bone.” 
And as the Grail itself varies, so do also 
the results arising from a successful fulfilment 
of the Quest. At first the object is the cure 
of the Guardian of the Talisman, an enig- 
matic personage, generally known as the 
Fisher, or Maimed, King, who is helpless from 
the effects either of a wound, of extreme old 
age, or of illness caused by the failure of the 
Quester, and with the cure of the ruler the 
restoration of fertility to his land, which lies 
waste while the Quest is unfulfilled. In the 
final form the result of the Quest is rather the 
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attainment of spiritual enlightenment by 
the Quester, who, beholding the deep things 
of God, passes at the moment of vision from 
the world—‘‘ and thenne sodenly his soule 
departed to Jhesu Christ, and a grete multi- 
tude of Angels bare his soule up to heven.” 

And if the content of the literature be 
thus varied and perplexing, not less so are 
the external form and fortunes. 

As indicated above, the Grail texts, as 
preserved to us, are restricted both in number 
and period. We have no text which, in its 
present form, can be dated earlier than the 
last quarter of the twelfth century, or later 
than the first quarter of the thirteenth, but, 
whereas the material used by the verse- 
writers of the cycle is undoubtedly derived 
from earlier and no longer existing versions 
of the theme, and the story itself is therefore 
older than any form we now possess, so that 
the terminus a quo cannot be definitely fixed, 
the terminus ad quem is certain. 

After the early years of the thirteenth cen- 
tury no Grail romance was composed; for some 
reason or other the theme which had been so 
potent a source of inspiration had suddenly 
and completely lost its power. And yet it 
had not lost its interest for the reader; for we 
have fourteenth and fifteenth-century MSS., 
alike of the poems and prose romances, and 
both were among the earliest subjects of the 
printer’s art. In fact, that particular version 
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of the Grail Quest which owed its inception 
to the popularity of the Lancelot story, and 
now forms an integral portion of that lengthy 
romance, from whence it was taken over in 
an enlarged form into the Tristan, was 
reprinted over and over again (there are 
eight or nine editions of the Lancelot and at 
least six of the Tristan, not to mention the 
Spanish and Portuguese translations, which 
account forthree or four more editions apiece); 
while the English translation, in Malory’s 
noble prose, remains a classic to this day. 

Thus, in discussing the Grail literature, the 
student finds himself at the very outset con- 
fronted with not one, but a group of problems. 
What are we to understand by ‘ The Grail’ ? 
What is the real origin of the story ? What 
was the cause of the initial popularity of this 
theme ? What the cause of its sudden dis- 
appearance’ from the field of literature ? 
Should or should not the Quest of the Holy 
Grail be reckoned among those spiritual 
‘ Quest ” problems with which it is the object 
of this series to deal? In the following 
pages we will endeavour, so far as the in- 
complete character of the evidence at our 
disposal will permit, to suggest a satisfactory 
answer to these questions. 


CHAPTER II 
THE TEXTS 


THE earliest version of the Grail story we 
possess, in point of MS. date, is the Perceval, 
or Conte du Graal, of Chrétien de Troyes, the 
most famous of Northern French poets of 
the twelfth century. Sixteen MSS. of the 
work have been preserved to us, but, with 
the possible exception of a portion of the 
‘ Riccardiana °’ text, none are earlier than the 
first half of the thirteenth century. 

A writer of great facility and considerable 
literary charm, Chrétien was the author of a 
group of narrative poems dealing with the 
heroes of Arthurian romantic tradition— 
poems distinguished rather by fluency and 
finish (a modern German critic has remarked 
that Chrétien, like a conjuror, ‘ could shake 
perfectly turned couplets out of his sleeves ”) 
than by poetical imagination, and depth of 
thought. Perceval, his last poem, is not, 
from the literary point of view, his best work ; 
that distinction belongs rather to the Chev- 
alier au Lion, or Yvain, a poem of which 
German, Icelandic, and English translations 
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exist, and which bears a close affinity to the 
Welsh Mabinogi of The Lady of the Fountain. 
It is to the subject-matter, rather than to the 
style, that the Perceval owes its fame. The 
direct source, for the poem is no invention, 
has not yet been discovered. Chrétien states 
that he found the tale in a book given to him 
by Philip, Count of Flanders, to whom the 
work is dedicated. Left unfinished by the 
author, the poem, already fairly long, over 
10,000 lines, received subsequent additions 
from the hand of three independent writers 
—Wauchier de Denain, otherwise known as 
a translator of certain Lives of the Saints; 
Manessier, who wrote at the command of the 
Countess Jeanne of Flanders (in whose service 
Wauchier, from evidence lately discovered, 
also appears to have been); and Gerbert, who 
is undoubtedly to be identified with Gerbert 
de Montreuil, a well-known poet of the first 
quarter of the thirteenth century. The sec- 
tion due to Gerbert is inserted between the 
continuations of Wauchier and Manessier, and 
is only preserved in two MSS. The whole 
length of the poem now extends to over 
60,000 lines. 

To students of the Grail literature the 
Perceval presents a most fascinating problem, 
or rather, group of problems : the real nature 
of Chrétien’ s source is unknown; while the 
later writers are ostensibly completing his 
poem not one of the three shows the smallest 
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care to adhere to Chrétien’s version, each 
betrays his knowledge of other, and widely 
differing, forms of the story ; so that the result 
of the work as a whole is in the highest 
degree perplexing and contradictory. 

Especially is this the case with the first 
continuator, Wauchier, who, as is now very 
generally recognized, is drawing for his 
authority upon texts anterior to Chrétien. 
He not only knows a version of the Perceval 
story differing widely from that utilized by 
his predecessor, but he knows another, and 
older, Grail Quester, in the person of Gawain. 
Drawing on the version of a certain Bleheris, 
who, he tells us, was born and bred in Wales, 
he relates a story of Gawain’s adventures at 
the Grail Castle so picturesque in form, so 
vivid in narration, that, in spite of its brevity, 
it ranks as one of the best of medieval 
chivalric tales. And if the Perceval gives us 
more than one Grail hero it also varies in its 
account of the Grail; Chrétien, in mysterious 
fashion, tells us : 


De fin or esmerée estoit 
piéres pressieuses avoit 
el Graal de maintes manieres— 


that it gives a light that outshines that of 
the tapers, and is a holy thing, ‘ tante sainte 
cose est li Graaus.’ But what it is, Cup, Dish, 
or Reliquary, and why ‘ holy,’ he never says, 
nor does he explain the relation, if any, 
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existing between the Grail and the Bleeding 
Lance which forms a part of the same pro- 
cession. 

Wauchier, in his Gawain section, knows 
the Grail as ‘rich,’ not ‘holy, a mysteri- 
ous, automatic, food-providing object, which 
comes and goes at will, and serves the guests 
at the feast in an unexplained and awe- 
inspiring manner : 


Le riche Graal qui servoit 
si que nus ne le sostenoit— 


Mesire Gauvain l'esgarda 
trop durement se merveilla 

de ce qu'il servoit ensi, 

car ore est la, et ore est chi, 
a trop grant merveille li tient 
qu'il va si tost et revient. 


(The rich Grail which served 
so that ’twas upheld by none— 


Mesire Gawain gazed upon it, 

and very greatly he marvelled 

that it served in this fashion, 

for now ‘twas there, and now ’twas here, 
and he held it for too great a marvel 
that it passed so swiftly and came again.) 


This ‘rich’ food-providing Grail is here 
quite other than the Cup which Gawain sees 
later in the great hall of the Castle, into 
which a stream of blood flows ceaselessly 
from the point of a Lance fixed upright 
within it. This Lance is subsequently ex- 


THE TEXTS 9 


plained as being the weapon with which 
Longinus pierced the side of the Saviour 
as He hung on the Cross, and in a passage 
interpolated in some of the later MSS. the 
Grail of the feast is said to be the vessel 
made by Joseph of Arimathea to receive the 
Blood which flowed from the Sacred Wounds : 


Voirs est que Joseph le fist fere. 
(‘Tis true that Joseph caused it to be made.) 


But this is obviously an addition, as the 
point of the whole story lies in Gawain’s 
failure to learn what the Grail may be. 

It is noticeable that Wauchier also insists 
elsewhere on the mystery concering the 
Grail, and the danger of speaking of it save at 
a fitting time, and in a fitting place : 

Sen puet avoir et paine el mal 


cil qui s'entremet a conter 
Jors ensi com il dott aler— 


(He may have great pain and ill 
who undertakes to tell of it 
otherwise than it should go—) 


a warning which in slightly varying forms is 
more than once repeated. In yet another 
passage Wauchier tells us none can speak of 
the mysteries of the Grail without trembling 
and changing colour. It is evident that this 
poet is drawing upon sources which regard 
the Grail as something ‘ uncanny °’ and even 
dangerous, rather than as a ‘holy’ object; 
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the term ‘ taboo’ best expresses the idea of 
the talisman derived from this section of the 
Perceval. 

To Manessier the Grail is quite simply 
that of the ‘Wauchier’ interpolation; it is 
the Vessel of Joseph of Arimathea, without 
any perplexing feature attached to it. 

Gerbert, whose contribution is manifestly 
derived from widely differing sources, con- 
tents himself in the first part, which he 
dignifies by the term ‘ le vraie histoire,’ with 
the assertion that the Grail is ‘ chose saint- 
isme, a ‘ most holy thing,’ and in the latter 
adopts the ‘ Joseph ’ origin. 

When we add that a fragmentary text, 
found in two instances prefixed to Chrétien’s 
poem, and bearing the curious title of 
Elucidation, speaks of a sevenfold quest of 
the Grail, the mysteries of which, according 
to ‘Master Blihis, none may reveal, and 
gives a brief summary of the visit to the Fisher 
King’s court in terms closely agreeing with 
the Bleheris-Gawain visit, it will be realized 
that in this one text of the Perceval as now 
preserved to us, we have practically a com- 
pendium of the main problems besetting the 
inquiry. 

Of almost equal importance for critical 
purposes is the Parzival of Wolfram von 
Eschenbach, the famous Bavarian Minne- 
singer. The poem, written in the opening 
years of the thirteenth century, probably be- 
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tween 1205-16, deals with the same subject- 
matter, and for much of its content covers the 
same ground as that of Chrétien. It is, and 
probably unless further MS. evidence should 
be discovered, always will be, impossible 
definitely to determine the relationship be- 
tween the two works; Wolfram himself dis- 
tinctly states that his source was the work 
of a certain Kiot, ‘the Provençal, and 
błames Chrétien for having mis-told the tale ; 
at the same time the fact that no work by a 
poet of the name exists, and that the parallel 
sections of the French and German poems 
show a close correspondence, have caused the 
admirers of the French poet to assert that 
Kiot is a purely fictitious personage, and that, 
beyond Éhréten’s poem, Wolfram had no 
source save his own imagination. 

While fully admitting the resemblance 
between the two works, the variants, to a 
critical student, are such that they can with 
difficulty be ascribed to a German imagina- 
tion. The whole work has manifestly been 
most carefully planned with the initial aim 
of exalting the fame of the house of Anjou ; 
there is a long and elaborate introduction, 
filling two of the sixteen books, dealing with 
the adventures of Parzival’s father, Gah- 
muret, an Angevin prince, which betrays an 
undoubted familiarity with the history and 
traditions of that house ; the Grail, which is 
here no Vessel but a Stone, possessing food- 
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bestowing and life-sustaining properties, 
is under the guardianship of an Order of 
knightly celibates, Templeisen, elected by 
the Grail itself, as children, their names ap- 
pearing upon the Stone, which, in the same 
way, indicates the chosen wife of the king, 
who alone is allowed to marry. If any land 
shall be torn with dissension for lack of a 
ruler, and the folk of that land pray to Heaven 
for aid, the Grail oracle will show the name of 
a knight who shall be sent forth ‘ as king to 
that kingless land.” The introduction of this 
detail, which paves the way for the subse- 
quent connection of the Swan-Knight theme 
with the Grail legend, is an interesting 
indication of the care with which the poem 
has been planned. After the winning of the 
Grail by Parzival, his half-brother, son of 
his father by a Saracen princess, weds the 
Grail-bearer, and their son is Prester John ! 
Of Parzival’s twin sons the elder, Kardeiss, 
inherits Anjou, the younger, Lohengrin, the 
Grail kingdom; the latter is the hero of the 
Swan-Knight tale in its most popular form. 
Of none of these curious developments is 
there the least hint to be found in Chrétien’s 
poem, and the Angevin connection, at least, 
hardly seems likely to have suggested itself 
naturally to an untravelled Bavarian knight 
such as we know Wolfram von Eschenbach to 
have been, especially at a moment when the — 
fortunes of the house in question were dis- 
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tinctly on the wane. The solution of the 
main problem is probably to be found in the 
acceptance of Wolfram’s statement as to his 
source, and the view that Kiot’s poem was an 
amplified version of that handed to Chrétien 
by Count Philip, the French and German 
poems thus being independent versions of a 
common original ; but other problems, notably 
that of the Grail itself, and its Order of 
Guardian Knights, are not easily to be solved. 

As a piece of constructive literature the 
Parzival ranks higher than any other work 
of the cycle; the whole lengthy story has 
been, as suggested above, well thought out, 
and the connecting thread between the vari- 
ous sections continuously borne in mind. ` 
Whereas in Chrétien’s much shorter version 
the ostensible hero, Perceval, disappears from 
sight during the recital of Gawain’s adven- 
tures, and reappears in an arbitrary manner 
to vanish from the scene as suddenly as he 
came, the German poem, even when relating 
the same sequence of incident, always keeps 
him more or less in view; when Gawain 
is occupying the foreground of the stage 
Parzival hovers in the background, or passes 
across the scene, and we have contant allu- 
sions to his actions—wherever Gawain goes 
Parzival has passed before him, or follows in 
his steps. The ethical motive, the develop- 
ment of the hero’s character, ‘ a brave man, 
yet slowly wise,’ is well worked out, and though 
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the style is less finished than that of Chrétien 
or of Wolfram’s German contemporaries, 
there are passages of extraordinary poctical 
beauty. In fact, the respective merits and 
characteristics of the French and German 
poets afford an interesting parallel to the 
relation between Tennyson and Browning. 
The one has the advantages of style, finish, 
and command of language, with a certain 
amount of insight into the workings of the 
mind—Chrétien’s self-communing passages 
are very curious and ingenious; the other pos- 
sesses great depth and richness of thought, 
a real insight into the human soul and its 
relation with the Unseen, and much power of 
poetical imagery, wedded to an extremely 
abrupt and obscure literary style. The Par- 
gival is undoubtedly a work of genius, and 
one that will well repay study; it has been 
edited and translated with a frequency that 
is in itself a testimony to its literary worth 
and enduring interest. 
` As compared with these two remarkable 
poems the prose versions of the Grail Quest 
seem to the student somewhat banal and 
uninteresting. The earliest, and from many 
points of view the most important, is that 
by Robert de Borron, a writer whose identity 
has not yet been determined. It here forms 
the concluding portion of a trilogy, Joseph 
of Arimathea, Merlin, and Perceval, the first 
section of which is also preserved in a verse 
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form. It would probably be more correct 
to speak of this group as a tetralogy, for the 
last part of the Perceval, subsequent to the 
achievement of the Quest, is devoted to the 
conquests and death of Arthur, which, in the 
original version, must have been treated at 
considerable length, and should of right be 
separately classed as a Mort Artus. Here we 
find the Christian character of the Grail fully 
developed; it is the Dish from which Our 
Lord and His Disciples ate at the Last 
Supper, which, given to Joseph by Pilate, 
was used by him to receive the Blood which 
flowed from the Sacred Wounds, and, being 
brought to Joseph by Our Lord Himself in 
the prison to which the Jews had consigned 
him, miraculously sustained him during a 
captivity of forty years. 

Brought to Britain by Joseph, the Grail 
acts as an oracle, distinguishing between the 
good and the evil; elects its own guardian; 
and foretells the future course of events. At 
Joseph’s death the Grail is committed to the 
charge of his brother-in-law, Brons, and shall 
eventually pass to the care of his grandson, 
son of Alain. Thus there are to be three 
Grail Keepers. 

There are also three Tables: the Table of 
the Last Supper, the Grail Table, and the 
Round Table at Arthur’s court, with its 
Perilous Seat, corresponding to the seat of 
Judas at the original table. 
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Here, then, while we find the Christian 
character of the talisman fully emphasized, 
and a mysterious threefold symbolism in- 
sisted upon, the whole story is closely con- 
nected with Arthur’s court, through the 
agency of Merlin, whose story forms the 
second stage of Borron’s trilogy. It is 
Merlin who constructs the Round Table after 
the model of its two predecessors; Merlin 
who reveals to the knights of Arthur’s court 
the presence of the Grail in Britain and the 
necessity for the Quest ; how it is preserved 
in the house of Brons, the Fisher King, who 
languishes in extreme old age, awaiting the 
arrival of his grandson Perceval, who, by 
asking concerning the Grail, shall restore him 
to health and youth, and become Guardian 
in his stead. When Perceval arrives at 
Arthur’s court, and in company with other 
knights sets forth on the Heaven-announced 
Quest, Merlin watches over him, and, after 
one abortive visit, directs him finally on the 
road to his goal. In Borron’s trilogy we 
have all the material for the later cyclic 
development of the theme. It is of course 
obvious that we are here in the presence 
of certain glaring inconsistencies; Borron is 
possessed with the idea that his theme is 
to be worked out on the basis of a mystic 
threefold development, but to bring this 
about, while at the same time he unites the 
story closely with Arthurian pseudo-historic 
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tradition, he is forced to set all probability 
at defiance by prolonging the age of the 
second Grail Keeper, Brons, beyond all natural 
limits, spanning by this one life the gulf 
between the very beginning of the Christian 
era and the days of Arthur—upwards of 
five hundred years ! 

And he in no way attempts to evade this 
point; on the contrary, in the better of the 
only two existing MSS., the Modena text, he 
makes Brons relate to his grandson, after his 
cure, the whole story of his life: how he had 
seen our Lord as a Child, ‘comment il 
L’avoit véu petit Enfant,’ which would seem to 
indicate that he himself had been born before 
the beginning of the Christian era! At the 
same time we never have any indication that 
the life of Perceval’s father, even when con- 
sidered as Brons’ son, exceeded the ordinary 
limit of human life; as a rule he dies in the 
flower of manhood. There can, I think, be 
very little doubt that the attraction of the 
Arthurian tradition has operated disastrously 
upon Borron’s original scheme of a Grail 
romance, and that the form which he ulti- 
mately gave to his work was quite other than 
that originally planned. 

Borron’s work was probably composed in 
the closing years of the twelfth century, and 
it certainly formed the starting-point and 
model for the development of the combined 
Grail and Arthur themes as a formidable 
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body of cyclic romance. A very distinct 
note of difference between the poetical and 
prose versions is the comparative unim- 
portance of the Arthurian element in the 
former; Perceval certainly seeks Arthur’s 
court with the hope of obtaining knighthood, 
but, once launched on his adventures, he 
makes only brief and occasional returns 
thither. His Grail Quest is quite unconnected 
with Arthur, or the Round Table. Similarly, 
although Gawain is an Arthurian knight, 
‘vom häuse aus,’ at home there, and nowhere 
else, his Grail Quest is a purely independent 
and personal experience, unshared by any 
other knight. 

It is quite otherwise in the prose romances : 
here the Quest of the Grail is announced at 
Arthur’s court; it is no chance adventure 
befalling one individual knight, but a formal 
undertaking in which all participate under 
certain fixed rules of time and procedure—a 
courtly quest is for a year and a day, the 
knights must ride separately, or in pairs, and 
on their return make public recital of their 
adventures—and the fulfilment is closely 
connected with the ability to fill uninjured a 
vacant seat at the Round Table, fraught with 
direst peril to whomsoever shall wrongfully 
occupy it. 

But there is another element connected 
with the development of the Arthurian cyclic 
Quest which, as yet hardly recognized, bids 
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fair, as the result of recent research, to be- 
come an important factor in our critical 
investigation of the literature—that is, the 
growing importance of the Lancelot story. 
To those who only know Arthurian romance 
through the medium of two English writers, 
Malory and Tennyson, it will doubtless be a 
surprise to learn that the knight whose fame 
in the later stages of the cyclic development 
practically overshadowed that of all others, 
was but a late-comer into the charmed circle. 
Chrétien’s Perceval knows him not; the 
Parzival makes but casual allusion to one 
special adventure ; in neither poem is Lance- 
lot a member of the gorgeous court surround- 
ing the British king. The circumstances 
under which Lancelot first sprang into popu- 
larity do not affect our present inquiry, but 
it seems quite certain that his story developed 
at first outside the Arthurian cycle proper, 
and on parallel lines—i.e. while Borron pro- 
vided the historic Arthur tradition with a 
Grail Quest in which Lancelot played no part, 
an unknown writer added to the romantic 
tale of the love of Lancelot for Arthur’s 
queen a Quest in which Lancelot shared with 
Gawain and Perceval the honour of search 
and sight, though not of achievement. 
This romance, which is generally known as 
the Perlesvaus from the peculiar form given 
to the hero’s name, was for a long time a 
crux to the Arthurian critic; we did not 
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know where to place it. On the one hand, 
it showed obvious traces of influence by ver- 
sions akin both to Chrétien and Wolfram; on 
the other, it as obviously knew nothing of the 
final Galahad form of the story. The late 
Mr. Alfred Nutt was so impressed by the 
evidences of borrowing on the part of the 
author, or compiler, that, in his Studies in the 
Legend of the Holy Grail, he omitted the text 
altogether from his classification and abstract 
of romances ; it was, he held, too unoriginal 
to be of use. On the other hand, Dr. 
Sebastian Evans, in a fine translation of the 
romance, published in the Temple Classics 
under the title of The High History of The 
Holy Grail, claimed for it the honour of being 
‘the original story of Sir Perceval and the 
Holy Grail, whole and incorrupt as it left 
the hands of its first author.” 

As in most cases of exaggerated estimates, 
the truth lies midway between these two 
extremes. Recent research has drawn atten- 
tion to the fact that certain of the existing 
Lancelot MSS. refer to that romance as forming. 
a part of the ‘Story of Perceval and the 
Grail,’ which ‘‘is head and end of all the 
other stories.” Other texts retain the Perles- 
vaus form of the name, and refer to adven- 
tures found only in that romance, while 
the concluding passage of the Perlesvaus 
announces the beginning of the war against 
Claudas for the recovery of Lancelot’s patri- 
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mony. If we also note that the Perlesvaus 
records the death of Guenevere, it becomes 
clear that this romance cannot have formed 
part of a cycle concluding in the orthodox 
manner with the death of Arthur as a conse- 
quence of the treachery of wife and nephew ; 
the story must rather have formed part of a 
parallel group devoted to the fortunes of the 
dispossessed hero, Lancelot, and concluding 
with his return to his own land, the death of 
his royal ‘amie’ having severed the link 
which bound him to Arthur’s court. This 
theory gains additional probability when we 
note the fact that the Merlin section of the 
ordinary cycle is paralleled by an abridged 
version of the life and adventures of that 
mysterious personage, inserted, tant bien 
que mal, in the earlier portion of the 
Lancelot, while the Mort Artus proper has 
been drawn upon for the account of Arthur’s 
defeat of Frollo and conquest of Gaul, here 
combined with the expedition against King 
Claudas. Also the Lanzelet of Ulrich von 
Zatzikhoven, a poem which is recognized as 
representing an early form of the story, con- 
cludes in the manner suggested above—i.e. 
with the reconquest of, and return of the hero 
to, his own hereditary kingdom. 

Wecan thus, with comparative certainty, fix 
the position to be assigned to the Perlesvaus 
in its present form, but its source as a Grail 
romance, and relation to other texts of the 
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same family, are less easily to be determined. 
The Grail here is the Vessel in which Joseph 
of Arimathea collected the Sacred Blood, and 
the Lance, the weapon of Longinus, but in 
actual fact the talismans correspond to those 
which, in the Gawain story, are differentiated 
from the Grail proper—i.e. we have here 
again a Lance bleeding into a Cup. 

Nor does the hero achieve the original 
Quest, for although, by force of arms, he 
eventually gains possession of the Grail 
Kingdom, the Fisher King is already dead, as 
a result of the illness caused by the deferred 
question. There seems reason to believe that 
we have here the working over, not for the 
first time, of a romance which, in its original 
verse form, was an early rendering of the 
Christianized theme. 

Christian and mystical to a high degree the 
Perlesvaus is, imbued with a fierce spirit of 
militant proselytism; the pagan opponents 
of the hero are, when overcome, confronted 
with the ruthless alternative of conversion 
or death; the unbaptized adherents of the 
Old Law can hope for no mercy at the hands 
of this exponent of forcible Christianity, 
whose career is marked by hecatombs of 
slaughtered pagans! The whole tone is most 
curiously different from that of the Parzival, 
where the Saracens, knights and ladies alike, 
are endowed with all chivalric virtues and 
courtly graces; their conversion to Chris- 
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tianity only places the final seal on their 
manifold excellences. 

The Perlesvaus should, then, be considered 
as a Lancelot Quest, contemporary, in its 
present prose form, with the Perceval of 
Robert de Borron. But when the Lancelot 
romance became finally, and definitely, in- 
corporated with the Arthurian pseudo- 
historic cycle, a change in the Quest section 
was necessary. Lancelot had become far 
too popular and imposing a figure for his 
share in the great Quest to be any longer a 
subordinate and abortive one; at the same 
time, his relations with Guenevere, which 
were the fons et origo of his connection with 
the cycle, had been developed in a manner 
which could not be ignored and must be 
retained. Yet these very relations forbade 
him to become the hero of a Quest which 
the gradual process of literary evolution had 
endowed with a strongly spiritual and ethical 
character. There was only one solution of 
the difficulty: Lancelot must be provided 
with a son, by another than Guenevere, who, 
equipped with all the qualifications, spiritual 
and chivalric, necessary for a Grail hero, 
should achieve the Quest, and pass away 
in the achievement, leaving his father un- 
disturbed in his position as premier Knight 
of the court, with an added halo of glory as 
father of the Grail-winner. That this is the 
real object of the Galahad Queste is no longer 
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disputed; as it stands now it forms an 
excrescence on the cycle, adding nothing of 
necessity to its content, and, were it taken 
away, injuring in nowise its coherence. The 
Quest interlude over, Lancelot and Guenevere 
fall back into their previous relations, and 
the story progresses to its traditional and 
inevitable end. 

Thus, on the lines and with the object 
above defined, the Galahad Quéte du Saint 
Graal, the final romance of the cycle, was 
constructed, and this is the form in which 
the story, through the medium of Malory’s 
abridged translation of the cycle, and the 
poems founded by Tennyson on that trans- 
lation, is best known to English readers, 
though, of late years, the fame of Wagner’s 
great music-drama, Parsifal, based largely 
upon the poem of von Eschenbach, has 
made them aware of the fact that other 
versions of the Grail story do, in fact, exist. 

The Galahad Queste differs from the other 
Grail texts in being practically an inde- 
pendent form of the story, unrelated to any 
preceding version; the only romance with 
which it is really organically connected is 
the Lancelot. The fact that a new hero had 
to be invented—for Galahad, it must be 
emphasized, exists for, and in, the Quéte du 
Saint Graal only, and plays no part in any 
other romance—left the author free to arrange 
for him a series of adventures unhampered 
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by any previously existing tradition. Here 
and there faint echoes of earlier themes are 
heard : Galahad comes to a Castle of Maidens 
—-s0 did Perceval, but under widely differing 
circumstances ; - Galahad visits a mysterious 
cemetery—so do other Arthurian heroes, but 
with other object and other result; the king 
at whose court the Grail is wont to show 
itself is still the Fisher King, but his land is 
no longer ‘ waste’ and the ‘ maiming’ has 
been transferred to two other personalities. 
Perceval figures in the story; but he is no 
longer the impetuous unrestrained lad whose 
strongly marked individuality has impressed 
a curious stamp of reality on the earlier 
romances, but a correct and blameless knight, 
as colourless as Galahad himself. Traces of 
his earlier story may still be found in his 
possession of a recluse aunt, and a sister 
whose character for devotion and sanctity 
is on a par with that of the immaculate hero; 
and some MSS. even retain allusions to the 
loss of his father’s heritage, but very little 
trace of the earlier Perceval Quest remains. 
And the earliest Grail hero, Gawain, fares 
still worse. If Perceval has been ‘improved’ 
out of knowledge, Gawain has been debased 
beyond recognition; the knight sans peur 
and sans reproche of our old English tradition, 
of earlier cyclic fame, has become a hardened 
reprobate, immoral, reckless, irreverent, in- 
ferior not only to Galahad and Perceval 
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but to the knights of later invention, and 
of Lancelot’s family, Bors and Hector. 
Throughout the whole romance Gawain is 
held up as the ‘ awful example,’ everything a 
good knight ought not to be! 

In spite of some fine passages, such as that 
describing Lancelot’s experiences at Corbenic, 
the romance, as a whole, is a lamentable 
declension from the first poetical versions of 
the story. Numerous texts, both MS. and 
printed editions, of the Queste exist, but none 
show variants other than those due to more 
or less careful copying, and the impression 
left by the work is that of a ‘ Tendenz-Schrift,’ 
a story invented at a special time, for a special 
purpose, and in no way dependent upon an 
earlier form. 

In the final stage of the evolution of the 
Arthurian cycle, when its tentacles, stretching 
far and wide, had laid hold of the originally 
quite independent Tristan theme, and drawn 
it within the meshes of the Arthurian net, 
the Galahad Quest became enlarged in order 
to permit of the participation, not only of 
Tristan himself, but also of other knights who 
had become more or less closely connected 
with him. Thus, in the interminable MSS. 
(such as Bibl. Nat. Fonds Frangais, 112) 
which represent the final stages of Arthurian 
romance, we have an enlarged form of the 
Queste, drawn out to wearisome length by the 
interpolation of banal adventures. In this 
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final form the story passed the frontiers of 
France, and has been preserved in Spanish and 
Portuguese translations. Italy apparently 
knew it earlier, for while the T'avola Ritonda 
gives the later Tristan form, the Chantari di 
Lancilotto and a prose text, which had the 
curious fate of being translated from Italian 
into Hebrew, and is preserved in a MS. of 
Hae Vatican, follows the ordinary Mort Artus 
orm. 

Standing in the same relation to the 
Galahad Quest as Borron’s Joseph of Ari- 
mathea does to his Perceval, is the romance 
known as the Grand Saint Graal; this is 
simply the Joseph expanded by the insertion 
of numerous adventures relating the fortunes 
of Joseph’s son, Josephes, and his conver- 
sion mission, which eventually leads him to 
Britain.. The various heathen kings con- 
verted by him play more or less important 
parts in the story; the genealogy of the 
Grail Guardians, the descent of Lancelot 
and Galahad from the chosen family, all 
are carefully worked out, and the whole 
wrought into a superficial harmony alike 
with the prose Lancelot and the Quéte du 
Saint Graal. The work is in all probability 
by the same hand as the last-named romance, 
and it is distinctly the most wearisome and 
least characteristic member of the entire 
cycle. 

The texts above enumerated form a more 
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or less interrelated body of literature, and 
show a gradual and progressive evolution 
from a chivalric romance, endowed with a 
certain element of mysterious adventure, to 
a purely religious, and in its final stage highly 
ecclesiasticized, treatise of edification. There 
still remains, however, one Grail text, which 
lies outside the general line of evolution, 
and, though comparatively late in date, is 
based upon elements contemporaneous with 
the earliest stages of the story. 

This is Diu Crône, by Heinrich von dem 
Tarlin, a German writer of the first quarter 
of the thirteenth century. It is a long, ram- 
bling poem, devoted to the praise of Gawain, 
and containing a mass of tradition relating to 
that hero, parts of which are, undoubtedly, 
of very early origin. Here Gawain not merely 
seeks, but attains, the Grail, thereby re- 
leasing the Grail King from a spell which 
imposes upon him, though dead, the sem- 
blance of life—a curious consummation, met 
with nowhere else. Here the Grail is a 
Reliquary, containing a Host, with which the 
king is nourished, while he also partakes of 
the Blood which drops from the Lance, again 
a unique feature. Diu Crône has, so far, 
not been the subject of a careful and detailed 
study, and an opinion as to its true position 
in the cycle and real critical value cannot 
safely be given. The material with which it 
deals belongs, obviously, to an early stage of 
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the Arthurian tradition, and it is quite 
possible that the work may ultimately fur- 
nish us with valuable links in the chain of 
evidence. 

The texts preserved to us may, then, be 
classed either according to their form, verse 
or prose, or according to the personality of 
the hero. In the first case we have two, in 
the second, three groups. 

Of verse forms we have the Perceval of 
Chrétien de Troyes, and his continuators, 
which includes of course the Bleheris-Gawain 
version; the Parzival of Wolfram von 
Eschenbach ; Diu Crône of Heinrich von 
dem Tûrlin; and the verse form of Borron’s 
Joseph, preserved in a unique MS. 

The prose texts are Robert de Borron’s 
trilogy, of which Perceval represents the Quest 
section; Perlesvaus ; and the Quête du Saint 
Graal, with its introduction, the Grand Saint 
Graal. 

Classed according to the hero, we have 
three groups: Gawain, in the Bleheris text, 
preserved by Wauchier de Denain and Diu 
Créne; Perceval, in the poem of Chrétien 
with its three continuations, the Parzival of 
von Eschenbach, the Perceval of Borron, 
and the Perlesvaus; Galahad, in the Queste, 
and in that romance only. 

The discrepancy in the number of texts 
assigned to each hero points to the conclusion 
that, while the Gawain form marks the first 
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appearance of the story as a popular tale, 
before it has become a recognized literary 
theme, and therefore belongs rather to the 
category of folk-tale than to that of romantic 
literature, and the Galahad marks the stage 
of final development, when the vitality of the 
theme as a source of inspiration was waning, 
the Perceval romances belong to the period 
of genuine popularity, and, in their varying 
forms, indicate the process of evolution 
followed by the tale in its development from 
the Gawain to the Galahad form. It may be 
as well to say, for the benefit of readers un- 
familiar with the Arthurian tradition, that 
Gawain is the very earliest of Arthurian 
heroes, figuring in the pseudo-historic texts 
which know neither Perceval, Tristan, nor 
Lancelot, and that a version of which he is 
the hero cannot have arisen at a period when 
his fame had become obscured by the growing 
popularity of knights later introduced into 
the cycle. 

The differing versions of the story, the 
elements which may be considered per- 
manent as distinguished from those which 
are variable, and the light which they may 
throw on the interpretation of the Quest, are 
points which will be discussed in the next 
chapter. 


CHAPTER III 
THE STORY 


THE earliest form, so far as the subject-matter 
is concerned, is, as we have seen, that em- 
bodied by Wauchier de Denain in his con- 
tinuation of the Perceval, where it is found 
among a number of stories having for hero 
Gawain, his son, or his brother, and attri- 
buted to a certain Bleheris, who, Wauchier 
says, was ‘ né et engenuis’ (born and bred) in 
Wales. 

That Bleheris is identical with the Master 
Blihis, referred to in the Elucidation (a text 
to which we shall have occasion to return 
later) as the source of the Grail story, is now 
generally admitted. It is also highly pro- 
bable that he is the same as the Bréri to 
whom Thomas, in his Tristan, attributes an 
unrivalled knowledge of 

les gestes et les cuntes 


de tug les reis, de tuz les cuntes 
qui orent esté en Bretaingne ; 


(all the feats and all the tales 
of all the kings and all the counts 
who e’er had been in Britain ;) 

3r 
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and who has, independently, been identified 
with the Bledhericus, ‘ famosus ille fabulator ? 
(that famous story-teller), to whom Giraldus 
Cambrensis refers as having lived not long 
before his time. 

Mr. Edward Owen, of the Cymmrodorion 
Society, has recently published evidence in 
favour of the view that this personage may 
well have been identical with a Welsh prince, 
Bledri ap Cadivor, living between the years 
1070-1150, who, for some unknown reason, 
threw all his influence on the side of the 
Norman invaders, and whose name appears 
in charters in company with Norman knights, 
in the form of Bledhericus Latinarius, or 
‘the Interpreter.’ According to Mr. Owen, 
‘it is possible that a section of the Brut y 
Tywyssogion (Brut of the Princes), dealing 
with events in which he took a personal 
share, may also be from his pen.” 

This identification, though plausible, is not 
absolutely proved, but in any case we now 
know that the earliest extant form of the 
Grail story came from Wales, and we have 
reasonable ground for supposing that it was 
due to a writer who had passed away a quarter 
of a century before Chrétien de Troyes com- 
posed his Grail poem, and who, in his life- 
time, enjoyed an unrivalled reputation as a 
retailer of popular tales and traditions. 

The story, which is only a short one, judged 
by the standard of medieval tales, relates 


THE STORY 83 


,how Guenevere, and certain of her knights, 
have gone to a cross-road in a forest, to await 
the return of the king from a warlike ex- 
pedition. In the dusk of the evening an 
armed knight rides past the tents, without 
drawing rein, or saluting the queen. Guen- 
evere, incensed, sends Kay after him, to 
demand his return; displaying his usual 
rough discourtesy, and lack of tact, Kay is 
unhorsed, and returns to the queen with 
bitter complaints of the stranger’s rudeness. 
Guenevere now dispatches Gawain on the 
errand, who, also in keeping with his char- 
acter, addresses the stranger courteously, and 
begs his return as a personal favour. The 
stranger, whose name is never given, demurs, 
on the ground that he rides on a quest that 
will not brook delay, and which none but he 
can achieve; but when Gawain, revealing 
his identity, pledges his honour that no evil 
result shall befall him, he consents to return 
and pay his respects to the queen. 

Before, however, they can reach the camp 
the knight utters a piercing cry, and falls 
wounded to death by a dart cast by an 
invisible hand. With his dying breath he 
bids Gawain don his armour, and ride on the 
quest, which he, perchance, may achieve. 
The steed will carry him aright. Burning 
with shame and indignation at this outrage 
on his knightly honour (he had promised the 
knight safe conduct), Gawain sets forth. He 
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rides through a terrible night of storm and 
tempest, in the course of which he shelters in 
a mysterious chapel, where a Black Hand, 
appearing from behind the altar, extinguishes 
the light, and hideous voices make lamenta- 
tion. 

Gawain’s steed, terrified, carries him away, 
and we are told that but for his valour and 
worth the knight would have died, but this is 


du ségré du Graal, 

si fet grant pechié et grant mal 
cil qui s'entremet de conter 
fors si comme il doit aler. 


(of the secret of the Grail, 

he commits a great sin and a great wrong 
who undertakes to tell the tale 

otherwise than as it should run.) 


By the morning Gawain has passed the 
bounds of Arthur’s kingdom; he rides all 
day through a land waste and desolate, and 
at nightfall comes to the seashore; he sees 
a causeway, arched over by trees, leading out 
into the water, and washed over by the waves; 
at the end glimmers a light. Gawain would 
fain draw bridle, and wait for the day, but 
the steed, taking the bit in its teeth, dashes 
down the path, and carries the knight to the 
lighted doorway of a castle. 

Here Gawain is received with great re- 
joicing, the folk assuring him they have long 
desired his coming; he enters, and is dis- 
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armed, when those around know him for a 
stranger—‘‘ this is not he whom we thought ” 
—and they leave him alone. 

In the centre of the hall Gawain now sees 
the body of a gigantic knight on a bier, 
covered with a crimson silk, a sword on his 
breast, and lighted candles at head and foot. 
A procession, headed by a cross of silver, 
enters, and clergy sing the Vespers of the 
Dead amid general lamentation. This over, 
tables are spread for a feast, the king of the 
castle, entering, greets Gawain kindly, and 
places him beside him, then follows the 
mysterious appearance and service of the 
‘rich’ Grail, commented upon above (p. 8). 
Gawain is filled with awe and astonishment. 
The feast over, all disappear, and Gawain is 
again left alone. He now sees a lance, fixed 
upright in a silver cup, from the point of 
which flows a continuous stream of blood, 
which is carried by a spout of emerald into a 
golden tube, and so without the hall. 

While Gawain is looking at this the king 
enters, leads him to the bier, and, taking up 
the broken sword, bids him fix the two halves 
together, which Gawain fails todo. Shaking 
his head, the king tells him he cannot achieve 
the quest on which he has come thither. He 
leads him to another chamber where there 
are other knights, and tells him ke may be 
able to return at some future time, but none 
who fail to rejoin the sword can achieve the 


36 THE QUEST OF THE HOLY GRAIL 


purpose of the quest. Nevertheless, Gawain 
has shown such valour in coming thither 
that he may ask what he will and he shall be 
answered. xHe asks concerning the Lance ? 
It is the Lance of Longinus, and shall bleed 
till the Day of Doom. Of the Sword? It 
is the Sword of the Dolorous Stroke, by which 
Logres and all the country were destroyed. 
The king will tell who smote the blow, and 
who was slain by it; but, as he begins to 
speak, weeping the while, Gawain, wearied 
out with his journey, falls asleep. He wakes 
the next morning to find himself on the 
seashore, his horse tied to a rock beside him, 
and no trace of the castle to be seen. But 
now the land is no longer waste, but green 
with verdure; and as he rides on his way. all 
the folk bless and curse him; for by asking 
of the Lance he has partially restored the 
land (‘‘for so soon as Sir Gawain asked 
wherefore it bled thus freshly, the waters 
flowed again through their channels, and all 
the woods were turned to verdure’’); had 
he asked of the Grail the land would have 
been completely restored. 

This is a very curious story, complete and 
picturesque in its details, and, as we shall see, 
capable of an adequate and coherent ex- 
planation. Certain of the Perceval MSS. 
interpolate, at an earlier point, another visit 
by Gawain to the mysterious castle, when 
the king is an old man lying on a couch, and 
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there is a formal Grail procession, consisting 
of a youth bearing the bleeding Lance, a 
maiden with a little silver platter (failléor), a 
maiden, weeping bitterly, who carries the 
Grail (here not an automatic object) in her 
raised hands (we are told Gawain does not 
know what it is she carries), and four ser- 
jeants with a bier on which lies a dead body, 
and a broken sword. The adventure ends, 
similarly, with Gawain’s failure to rejoin the 
two halves of the weapon, his slumber and 
awakening in the morning to find himself 
alone, this time in a morass. This version 
has evidently been contaminated by the 
Perceval form. 

In Diu Créne, Gawain, who has ridden 
long in search of the Grail, comes at last to a 
goodly land, “ like unto a garden, green, and 
of right sweet odour, it might well be held for 
an earthly Paradise.” He passes a castle of 
glass, the entrance to which is guarded by a 
fiery sword, and eventually meets Lancelot 
and Calogreant ; the three together come to 
the Grail Castle. In this version the king is 
old, to all appearance ill, and is found in a 
goodly hall, all bestrown with roses, for it 
is summer-time. His vesture is white, 
cunningly wrought with diaper work of gold, 
and he is watching two youths playing chess 
when the knights enter. Gawain is made to 
sit by the host on a cushion of rose-coloured 
silk. When the feast is set, Gawain and his 
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companions are plied with wine, the former 
having received a previous warning, refuses 
to drink; Lancelot and Calogreant drink 
freely, and fall asleep. When the Grail pro- 
cession enters, Gawain recognizes the Grail- 
bearer as the maiden who had previously met 
and warned him if he ever saw her again, with 
other maidens in her company, not to fail to 
ask what they did there. So soon as he puts 
the question the king springs up with a cry of 
joy; he was dead, but retained a semblance of 
life till the Quest was achieved. At daybreak 
he and his knights vanish, and only the Grail- 
bearer and her attendants remain. They 
were the only living beings in this dwelling 
of the dead, and this was the cause of their 
grief, which has previously been emphasized. 

A third version, found in the prose Lancelot, 
where Gawain fails, and is punished in a 
degrading manner for his failure, is noticeable, 
first, for its reference to the non-material 
character of the Grail, quoted in Chapter I, 
and, secondly, for the fact that during the 
night Gawain sees twelve maidens who weep, 
and make bitter lamentation before the door 
of the chamber from which the Grail issued 
forth. Later on the significance of this 
incident will become apparent. 

To summarize the main features of the 
Gawain Quest : it differs from the Perceval 
in being much more varied in incident and 
setting ; and in the facts that: (a) Gawain 
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is never related to the lord of the castle ; 
(b) the Grail is always invested with a peculiar 
character of mystery (save in the Diu Créne 
we do not know what it is, nor of what 
material, if any, it is wrought); (c) the 
presence of weeping women, the Grail-bearer, 
or others is always insisted upon; (d) there 
is always the presence of Death—either there 
is a dead body on a bier, or the king him- 
self is dead. 

The Perceval romances, on the other hand, 
though numerous, exhibit far less variety of 
detail, so far as the Visit to the Grail Castle 
is concerned ; it seems highly probable that for 
this incident all derive, in various measure 
of directness, from one source. Whether 
dwelt upon with elaborate and charming 
detail, as in the Parzival, or passed over 
lightly, as in the prose romances, the initial 
setting of the Perceval story is the same. It 
is the tale of a lad, whose father has died 
before, or shortly after, his birth, and who 
has been brought up in the woods by his 
widowed mother, far from the haunts of 
man, and in ignorance, not only of all knightly 
accomplishments, but in some instances of 
the very existence of human beings other 
than his mother and himself. Chance throws 
certain knights of Arthur’s court across his 
path, and, fascinated by their appearance, 
he leaves his mother, against her will (thereby 
in some versions causing her death), and 
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presents himself, generally in the roughest 
garb, and with the most primitive equipment 
of steed and weapons, before the king, 
peremptorily demanding knighthood at his 
hands. 

His arrival coincides with an insult in- 
flicted on king and queen by an hereditary 
foe ; the boy follows, slays the insulter, and, 
donning his armour, rides off on a series of 
adventures of which the Grail visit forms one. 
This introductory section affords scope for 
most poetical treatment, and, in the Parzival 
especially, it is worked out with extreme 
charm. The lad’s love for the singing birds, 
his mother’s jealousy which results in orders 
to trap them, orders revoked on seeing her 
boy’s grief, the mother’s religious teaching— 
all are admirably told. 


“Then the boy spake: ‘Now, sweet my mother, why 

trouble the birds so sore? 

Forsooth, they can ne’er have harmed thee, ah! 
leave them in peace once more.’ 

And his mother kissed him gently: ‘Perchance I 
have wrought a wrong. 

Of a truth, the dear God Who made them He gave 
unto them their song, 

And I would not that one of His creatures should 
sorrow because of me.’ 

But the boy looked up in wonder: ‘God, mother? 
Who may God be?’ 

‘My son, He is Light beyond all light, brighter than 
summer’s day, 

And He bare a Man’s Face that we men should look 
on His Face alway. 
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Art thou ever in need of succour? Call on Him in 
thine hour of ill; 

And be sure He will fail thee never, but will hear 
thee and help thee still. 

Yet one there is dwelleth in darkness, and I wot men 
may fear him well, 

For his home is the house of falsehood and his king- 
dom the realm of Hell. 

Turn thy mind away from him ever, nor waver 
between the twain, 

For he who doubteth, his labour shall ever be wrought 


in vain.’” 


Compare also the naïveté with which the 
lad inquires the meaning and use of the 
knights’ armour : 


“Then he handled with curious finger the armour the 

knight did bear, 

His coat of mail close woven, as behoveth a knight 
to wear. 

And he spake as he looked on the harness: ‘My 
mother’s maidens string 

On their chains, and around their fingers, full many a 
shining ring, 

But they cling not so close to each other as these 
rings which here I see. 

I cannot force them asunder, what good are they 
then to thee?’” 


Of this part of the tale, entirely inde- 
pendent of any Grail interest, we have not 
only a version of the Perceval story itself, in 
the English Syr Percyvelle of Galles, where 
there is no trace whatever of the Grail ad- 
ventures, but also versions where the hero 
is known under another name, such as the 
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‘Lai’ of Tyolet, the early Italian poem of 
Carduino, and the Celtic lay of The Great 
Fool. The introductory section also of the 
poems which treat of the adventures of 
Gawain’s son, Guinglain, or Zi Beau Desconus, 
bear such a resemblance to the Perceval 
‘enfances’? that a common original for the 
two has been postulated. The story is a 
charming and popular folk-tale, vivid and 
picturesque, and nowhere more so than in the 
form directly connected with Perceval. That 
hero always preserves throughout his career 
a certain atmosphere of vigorous and un- 
tamed manhood, which is particularly in- 
teresting. Perhaps the most individual hero 
of mediæval romance, Perceval is never as 
complete and polished a knight as are Gawain, 
Tristan, or Lancelot; even in romances 
entirely apart from the Grail cycle, we find 
allusions to his curious abruptness and 
taciturnity. He is a fascinating and pictur- 
esque figure, and in his zeal for righteousness 
he may be ‘a true knight of the Holy Ghost,’ 
but from the chivalric point of view one 
could hardly call him ‘a verray parfit gentil 
knight.’ 

The setting of the Perceval Grail adventure 
varies, as suggested above, very little. In 
the poems of Chrétien and Wolfram, the hero, 
after leaving Arthur’s court, finds his way to 
the castle of an old knight, who receives him 
kindly, and, shocked at his lack of knightly 
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breeding and accomplishments, does his best 
to impart to him a measure of skill in arms 
and courtesy of manner—being far more 
successful in the former than in the latter 
attempt! In both poems much is made of 
the lad’s obedience to certain counsels given 
him by his mother, to the strict letter of 
which he rigidly adheres, till they are some- 
what modified by the old knight’s advice, 
which, in its turn, is taken for a rule of 
conduct. 

After leaving the old knight, Gurnemanz, 
or Gornemans, he comes to the castle of a 
maiden, who proves to be niece to his late 
host. She is besieged by an unwelcome 
suitor, and almost reduced, through famine, 
to the point of submission. In the night she 
comes to Perceval’s couch, and beseeches 
aid; he consents, overthrows her enemies, 
and either betrothes himself to, or weds, the 
maiden. After a more or less prolonged stay 
at her castle he determines to seek his mother, 
and rides forth with that object. 

Towards nightfall he comes to a water 
where he sees men in a boat fishing; he asks 
shelter for the night, and is directed by the 
senior of the men to a castle which he finds 
after some considerable difficulty. He is well 
received, and conducted to a hall, where he 
finds his host, who is identical with the old 
man of the boat, lying on a couch; he is 
suffering either from the effects of a wound 
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(Chrétien and Wolfram) or of extreme old 
age (prose Perceval). He is made welcome, 
and in the poetical versions presented with a 
mysterious sword, sent by the niece of the 
host ; which sword will break either in a 
peril foreseen by him who forged it as one of 
three weapons—he never forged more (Chré- 
tien), or if used to deal a second blow 
(Wolfram). In both poems this sword is a 
perplexing feature ; and the only solution of 
the problem seems to be that from the first 
there was a sword in the Grail story, the 
significance of which, as time went on, 
ceased to be understood, and each writer 
accounted for the weapon as he thought 
best. 

Tables are spread for a feast, and a pro- 
cession enters, preceded by a youth bearing 
a Bleeding Lance, the sight of which awakens 
a storm of lamentation. In the procession 
figure a silver failléor, or two tailléors, silver 
knives (Wolfram), lighted candles, and the 
Grail, which varies between Chrétien’s vague 
‘something’ of gold and precious stones, 
Wolfram’s Stone, the Lance and Cup together 
of the Perlesvaus, and the Dish of Borron’s 
Perceval. There is a mysterious connection 
between the Grail and the feast, most clearly 
emphasized by Wolfram, who asserts that 
the Grail provides the guests with the food 
and drink preferred by each; but in no case 
does the Grail possess any such automatic 


THE STORY 45 


power as we found in the Gawain form. Nor 
is there any dead body on the bier; that 
feature seems, in the Perceval texts, to have 
been replaced by the Maimed King, borne on 
the litter. There are never any Weeping 
Women in the Perceval versions, nor, saving 
in the incomplete conclusion given by 
Wauchier to the story, is the hero asked to 
resolder the sword as a test of his fitness to 
learn the meaning of the marvels he beholds. 
In fact, Perceval never attempts to ask for 
an explanation, a failure accounted for by 
the instructions he has received from the old 
knight, who has warned him against asking 
questions. In Gerbert’s version, which, as 
mentioned above, is inserted between Wauch- 
ier and Manessier, he is represented as having, 
like Gawain, partially achieved the quest, and 
by so doing restored the rivers to their 
channels, thereby earning the blessings of the 
folk; but in the overwhelming majority of 
the texts his failure is absolute and com- 
plete, he requires a second visit to achieve 
his task. 

One important point of divergence from 
the Gawain form is that Perceval is always 
closely related to the Grail King, being either 
his grandson, or his nephew. The relation- 
ship may be on the mother’s side, as in 
Chrétien and Wolfram; on the father’s, as 
in Borron; or on that of both, as in the 
Perlesvaus. Gawain, on the contrary, is no 
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relative. The significance of this point will 
be discussed later. 

The fact that Chrétien left his poem un- 
finished, thus recording the first and abortive 
visit only, and that the three writers who have 
essayed a conclusion show a bewildering 
diversity of tradition, renders the conclusion 
of the original Perceval Grail poem a highly 
problematical question. The English Syr 
Percyvelle alluded to above, in which there 
is no mention of the Grail, concludes with 
Perceval’s reunion with his mother, whom he 
takes to his wife’s castle (here, as in Wolfram, 
he marries the besieged lady), and his subse- 
quent journey to the Holy Land, where he 
dies. But how did the first Perceval Grail 
poem end? What was the precise form of 
the question he asked? Was it, or was it 
not, connected with an attempt to mend a 
broken sword? The king was certainly 
cured, but was he restored to youth, as from 
Wolfram and Borron there is reason to think ? 
And did, or did not, the land share in the 
revival of the king? It is difficult from 
the versions before us to give a decided answer 
to these questions. 

Thus, to sum up, we have as distinctive 
notes of the Perceval Grail version: (a) the 
picturesque enfances of the -hero, always 
present in the story, though not always related 
in detail; (6) the fact that he always finds the 
lord of the Grail Castle engaged in fishing, 
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which points to a stage when it was thought 
necessary to explain, tant bien que mal, the 
title of the ‘ Fisher King,’ and, we may sur- 
mise, to a period when the real meaning of 
that title had been largely forgotten; (c) 
that the Fisher King is his near relative ; 
(d) that he suffers under serious physical 
disability ; (e) the presence of a more or less 
stately and elaborate procession of which the 
Grail forms a part—we may term it a ‘ Solemn 
Entry of the Grail’ (in Wolfram this pro- 
cession is of a most gorgeous character); and 
(f) lastly, the absolute failure at his first 
visit of the Quester. It will be seen that, 
while this is a much more developed form, it 
adds nothing of real importance to the story. 

In the version of which Galahad is the 
hero, the Quest, so far as he himself is con- 
cerned, is a quest in name only. His mother 
is the daughter of the Grail King, and herself 
the Grail-bearer, who, through a ruse prac- 
tised by her old nurse upon Lancelot, who 
believes the lady to be Guenevere, is enabled 
to fulfil the prophecy which has marked her 
out as the mother of the predestined Grail- 
winner. Galahad has grown up, first at the 
court of Corbenic, then in a cloister, under the 
very shadow of the Grail; he knows per- 
fectly what it is, and where it may be found. 
His first appearance at Arthur’s court is 
coincident with that of a sword, fixed in a 
block of marble, which Galahad alone can 
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withdraw—an incident borrowed from the 
Merlin, where it forms the test which con- 
clusively proves Arthur’s claim to the crown. 
Here, as remarked above, all the knights take 
part in the Quest, and when, after a long series 
of adventures to which a forced symbolical 
interpretation is given, Galahad returns to 
Corbenic, he is accompanied by Perceval 
(who is here no longer a relative of the Grail 
King, Galahad having supplanted him in 
this rôle) and Lancelot’s cousin, Bors. They 
are joined at the castle by nine other knights, 
whose names are not given, and who play no 
further réle in the story. The twelve hold a 
mystic feast (the Grail King and his son being 
excluded), at which the Grail, here identified 
with the Holy Eucharist, yet, as we saw above, 
still possessing its original automatic, food- 
providing powers, appears, and by command 
of Heaven the three Arthurian knights 
follow it to the land of Sarras. Finally the 
Grail is received up into Heaven, and never 
seen again of man. 

It is evident that this version can in no 
way assist us in determining what was the 
original character and significance of the 
Quest. Itis a definite terminus ad quem; and 
the real problem is to decide how, and by 
what stages, a story which made its first 
appearance in the wild and picturesque set- 
ting of the Bleheris-Gawain form, arrived in 
the course of development at this highly 
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ecclesiasticized version. The gulf between 
the two is tremendous, yet both are genuine 
Grail stories. That the Galahad form could 
possibly represent the original conception 
and have become transmuted into the Gawain 
is absolutely impossible. There is but one 
link between the two, the automatic, food- 
providing powers of the talisman, and that 
is precisely a feature which strikes us as out 
of harmony with the general tone and sym- 
bolism of the Galahad Quest. What, then, 
is the germ in that wild elusive folk-tale which 
rendered it of kinship with, and capable of 
development into, this presentment of 
Catholic sacramentalism in its most material 
form ? What is ‘ the Secret of the Grail ? ? 


CHAPTER IV 
THE CHRISTIAN THEORY OF ORIGIN 


MoDERN interest in the legend of the Grail, 
and the literature in which that legend is 
enshrined, may be said to have found its 
starting-point in San Marte’s (A. Schulz) 
modern German edition of the Parzival 
(1886-42), and the accompanying detailed 
study on the sources of the legend. His 
work was followed by Simrock’s better known 
translation, with full notes and a discussion 
of sources. A few years later M. de la 
Villemarqué published his well-known studies 
on Breton legend and folk-lore (1846), and 
from this date onward editions of the texts, 
and studies on their probable inter-relation 
and ultimate source, followed on each other 
with bewildering rapidity. 

It would be quite impossible, and indeed 
out of place, here to attempt a sketch of the 
development of this critical literature, its 
inclination first to one solution, then to 
another, the deflection of interest first into 
one side channel, then into another, as sub- 
sidiary and isolated parallels were seized 
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upon and exaggerated into issues of primary 
importance. But it must be borne in mind 
that, apart from editions and translations of 
the texts, and travaux d'ensemble, there have 
been published countless brochures dealing 
with this or that point in the story, some of 
them, such as those by Dr. Paul Hagen, being 
works of considerable critical value. The 
incomplete character of the MS. evidence, and 
the fascination of the subject-matter, offer an 
irresistible attraction to the research student 
(unfortunately also to the irresponsible and 
ingenious amateur !), and theory has followed 
upon theory with the resultant effect of a 
complex which none but a specialist will care 
to grapple with. Could any one find the 
leisure and the patience necessary to draw up, 
and tabulate, a complete statement of all the 
theories on the subject which have seen the 
light of day, there is no doubt that the result 
would be a highly entertaining piece of 
literature. 

For those desirous of obtaining a general 
view of the question, the two most useful 
works are still Professor Birch-Hirschfeld’s 
Die Sage vom Gral, and the late Mr. Alfred 
Nutt’s Studies in the Legend of the Holy 
Grail, both of which contain full abstracts of 
the texts comprising the cycle, and a dis- 
cussion of preceding works on the subject. 
They are specially interesting because the 
results arrived at differ, and represent the 
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two main theories of origin—the Christian 
and the Folk-lore. The late Professor 
Heinzel’s study, Die Alt-Franzésischen Gral- 
Romanen, is less accessible, and though dis- 
playing a far wider range of learning than 
either of the other works, suffers under 
serious disadvantages of style and method ; 
Professor Heinzel had little or no sense of 
literary form, and presented the result of his 
researches in a series of disconnected notes 
rather than as a carefully considered and 
organized whole. The work is extremely 
difficult to read, and while essential for the 
specialist, would drive an amateur to distrac- 
tion. A small pamphlet published by Mr. 
Nutt (in the little series of ‘ Popular Studies 
on Romance and Folk-lore’), The Holy Grail, 
gives the results of later investigation, but 
does not contain the abstracts included in 
the earlier volume. 

One point, however, must be borne in view 
with regard to these works, viz. the fact that 
the discovery of Bleheris as an authority for 
early Arthurian tradition is of quite recent 
date, being the result of an investigation into 
the Perceval romances undertaken by the 
present writer during the years 1902-05, and 
made public first in the pages of Romania 
for 1904, and then in vol. 1. of The Legend of 
Sir Perceval (1906). Previous to that dis- 
covery the position of Gawain as Grail hero 
had been either altogether ignored, or treated 
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as of very minor importance; e.g. Mr. Nutt 
considered him merely as an understudy to 
the main hero, Perceval. The fact that, as 
Dr. Brugger, the leading German critic of 
Arthurian literature, has frankly admitted, 
we must henceforth take the Bleheris-Gawain 
form as our starting-point of investigation, 
must necessarily affect, more or less radically, 
theroies constructed in ignorance of the 
importance of this version. 

As a brief summary of the controversy, we 
may say that, till within the last six or seven 
years, scholars were divided into two sharply 
opposed camps. The one held that the 
Grail story was a purely Christian ecclesias- 
tical legend, the work of monkish compilers, 
its starting-point being the tradition of Joseph 
of Arimathea, and his connection with the 
Vessel of the Last Supper, used later as a 
‘Saint-Sang’ relic. From this germ all later 
developments, however complex, proceeded. 

The advocates of the opposing theory main- 
tained that the Grail, far from being a Chris- 
tian relic, was simply the automatic, food- 
providing talisman of popular tradition, and 
as such, of purely Folk-lore, preferably Celtic, 
origin. This latter view, in one form or 
another, is really the older, as both San Marte 
and Simrock inclinedtowardit; but the theory 
of a specifically Christian origin, adopted by 
Birch-Hirschfeld, has for so long held the field 
that it may be well to discuss it first. 
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The latest, and quite a recent, development 
of this theory is that proposed by Professor 
Burdach and enthusiastically adopted by 
Professor Golther, which sees in the Grail 
procession simply the Eucharistic procession 
of the Eastern Church ; as Golther puts it, 
“ What Perceval sees is the Byzantine Mass.” 
But how the Byzantine Mass came to be 
celebrated in Northern France (for Professor 
Golther is one of those whom the mere 
suggestion that any one but Chrétien de 
Troyes can be responsible for the Grail 
story, reduces to incoherent indignation ; the 
question, for him, cannot even be discussed), 
and in an ordinary castle hall; or in 
what mysterious manner this Mass differs 
from that at which Perceval assists in 
the Hermit’s cell, on Easter-Day, these 
distinguished authorities omit to ex- 

lain. 

But the obviously ‘airy’ nature of this 
last phase of the theory is a fair illustration 
of its character as a whole. In the opinion 
of the present writer the theory of the Chris- 
tian origin of the story, in any form whatever, 
can only be met by a direct and uncompro- 
mising negative. As a simple matter of fact 
there is no ecclesiastical story which connects 
Joseph of Arimathea with the Vessel (Dish, 
or Cup) of the Last Supper; ecclesiastical 
tradition, as such, knows nothing whatever 
of the Grail. 
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Mediæval writers knew this well enough. 
As early as 1260 the Nederland poet, Jacob 
van Maerlant, in his Merlin, denounced the 
whole Grail history as mere lies, on the specific 
ground that the Church knew nothing of the 
story; and the chronicler Helinandus, 
speaking of the Joseph Grail tradition, re- 
marks naively: ‘‘ Hanc historiam Latine 
scriptam invenire non potut’’ (I was not able 
to find this story written in Latin). The 
story of Joseph’s imprisonment by the Jews 
is indeed recorded in the pseudo-Gospel of 
Nicodemus, or Acta Pilati, but there is no 
mention of the Grail in that text. Any 
reader familiar with the Art Galleries of 
Europe will recognize that while Joseph of 
Arimathea and Nicodemus are constantly to 
be found in representations of the Deposition 
from the Cross, or Burial of our Lord, no- 
where, not even in an anecdotal predella, is 
there a record of Joseph and the Grail. 
The story is the creation of romance, not a 
legend of the Church. 

Nor, leaving the incidents of the story 
aside, can the Grail in any way be claimed as 
a genuine relic. As Dr. Brugger has very 
acutely remarked, such relics are ‘ besucht, 
nicht gesucht, their whereabouts is well 
known and widely advertised; they are 
objects of pilgrimage and profit to the church 
or city fortunate enough to possess them. If 
there ever had been a genuine Grail Saint- 
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Sang relic, that relic would have been as well 
located, its fame as widely spread, as the 
kindred relics of Bruges and Fescamp, or 
the Volto Santo of Lucca. There is more than 
a possibility, indeed, that it was precisely the 
great reputation of the Fescamp relic which 
provided the initial suggestion and inspiration 
for the formation of a kindred tradition at 
Glastonbury. 

As those conversant with the literature are 
now well aware, the Fescamp ‘ Saint-Sang ’ 
relic, like the Volto Santo of Lucca, is con- 
nected with Nicodemus ; he it was who col- 
lected the Sacred Blood, he who carved the 
wondrous Crucifix, both were miraculously 
transported by water to their present shrine. 

The fact that the canonical Gospels record 
the interview of Nicodemus with our Lord 
would probably account for his being, in 
early Christian tradition, a more important 
figure than Joseph, concerning whom we have 
no such evidence ; even the text upon which 
the whole fabric of the Joseph Grail story is 
based is the Gospel, not of Joseph, but of 
Nicodemus. The Wauchier continuation, 
speaking of a certain adventure of Perceval, 
refers as authority to a text to be found at 
Fescamp : 


si com le conte nus affiche 
qui a Fescans est tog escris— 


(as the tale assures us 
which at Fescans is fully written—) | 
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a passage which seems to point to a possible 
Perceval Grail story, connected with that 
Abbey. The fact that Fescamp possessed a 
guild of minstrels attached to its foundation, 
would render possible the construction of such 
a story, based on a combination of the popu- 
lar Folk-tale of Perceval, and the Grail theme; 
a combination which, given the antecedent 
identification of the Grail with a Saint-Sang 
Vessel, would fall quite within the limits of 
reasonable hypothesis. Such a compilation 
might well ante-date any of our existing texts. 

The presence of the ‘ Saint-Sang’ relic at 
Fescamp is affirmed in a treatise on the 
subject dedicated to the third Abbot, who 
died in 1107; thus it was certainly there by 
the end of the preceding century. All the 
legends connected with the building point to 
the Abbey as having been founded to contain 
the relic; there is no tradition of the relic 
having been brought to an already existing 
Abbey. 

The Minstrel Confraternity, according to 
its charter which is still in existence, was 
founded by the first Abbot, who died in 
1081; and it may be assumed, from parallel 
instances, that such a Confraternity, even 
as the similar body connected with Saint 
Guillaume du Desert, was organized with the 
initial aim of spreading the reputation of the 
Abbey, and its relic. Thus inferential evi- 
dence would point to the early years of the 
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eleventh, or even to the closing years of the 
tenth century, as the starting-point for tales 
dealing with the Fescamp relic. 

On the other hand, the connection of 
Joseph of Arimathea with Glastonbury was 
a tradition of late and slow growth. There is 
no doubt that, from an early period, Glaston- 
bury was associated by tradition with the 
Celtic Avalon. A curious story was told of a 
certain Glast, or Glasteing, who, having lost 
his (here, eight-footed !) swine, found them 
on this spot under an apple tree. The old 
British name for apple being avalla, he named 
the place Insula Avalloniæ, the marshes which 
surrounded Glastonbury rendering possible 
the description of the spot as an island. 
According to William of Malmesbury it was 
also known as Ynis-gwitrin, the Isle of Glass 
(also a name for the Other-world), and the 
name Avallon, the chronicler remarks, may 
have been derived from that of the earliest 
inhabitant, Avalloc. 

It is perfectly clear that early writers, while 
identifying Glastonbury with the old Celtic 
Paradise of Avalon, or the Isle of Glass, had 
no real knowledge of the origin of the name; 
but the place must, already, in pre-Christian 
times, have enjoyed a local reputation for 
sanctity; it was most probably the site of 
an early Celtic temple, or a burying-place. 
The Glast story is of Irish origin, and, in the 
opinion of M. Ferd. Lot (‘ Glastonbury and 
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Avalon,’ Romania, vol. xxvii.), was attached 
to the place by Irish monks ; but one thing is 
quite certain, no early writer bases the fame 
of Glastonbury upon the ground of its associ- 
ation with the earliest foundation of Chris- 
tianity, through the person of a contemporary 
of the Redeemer. 

The first mention of Joseph of Arimathea, 
in this connection, is based upon an inter- 
polation in a passage drawn from the Chron- 
icle of Freculf, who states that S. Philip and 
S. James sent forth twelve of their disciples 
to convert the island of Britain ; the chron- 
icler quotes Josephus as his authority. In 
some twelfth-century MSS. Joseph appears 
as leader of the band; a change which may 
be due either to the misunderstanding of a 
copyist, or the desire to have a well-known 
name for the leader. The interesting fact 
that the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus, 
which, as stated above, gives an account of 
the imprisonment of Joseph by the Jews, was 
well known in Britain in the eighth century, 
whereas it was not generally current on the 
continent till some four hundred years later, 
would explain the popularity of Joseph in 
these islands, and the reason why, when a 
special Conversion legend was demanded, he 
should be selected as hero. 

At first the Christian Abbey of Glaston- 
bury was content to base its claims to honour 
on its being the burial-place of certain Irish 
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and Celtic saints. By the end of the eleventh 
century it had fallen on evil days, and lost 
much of its renown. To recover its prestige, 
and in order to provide a bulwark against the 
growing power and authority of Canterbury, 
the monks set to work to fabricate a series of 
diplomas and charters, purporting to be the 
grants of early British and Saxon kings. 
In the twelfth century Glastonbury became 
a veritable bureau for the fabrication of 
fictitious deeds of this character. Finally 
the monks set the seal to their audacity by 
claiming to be the earliest Church founded in 
Britain. 

Now when we take into consideration the 
fact that the two Abbeys of Fescamp and 
Glastonbury belonged to the same Order ; 
that the first was under the special protection 
of the Norman kings, by whose ancestors it 
was founded; that there was constant com- 
munication between Fescamp and England 
(under the first Abbot a member of the royal 
—Saxon—family of England was a member 
of the Order; the second Abbot visited the 
court of Edward the Confessor, and received 
donations from that monarch, afterwards con- 
firmed by his successor; the fifth Abbot, 
Henry de Sully, was nephew to King Stephen), 
—when we have thus, on the one side of the 
water Fescamp, with Nicodemus, the Saint- 
Sang, and Holy Fig-tree, it seems to me that 
the genesis of the corresponding sequence on 
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the other side of the channel, Glastonbury, 
Joseph, the Grail, and the Holy Thorn, is not 
far to seek ! 

No direct evidence of this dependence 
exists, but the texts of the Perlesvaus, as we 
now possess it, show distinct signs of a 
mingling of the traditions. The conclusion 
of the story states that the original Latin 
source was found ‘in the Isle of Avalon, in 
a holy house of religion that is placed at the 
head of the adventurous marshes, there, 
where lie King Arthur and Queen Guenevere ” 
—a description which points unmistakably 
to Glastonbury, but can hardly antedate the 
official ‘ discovery ’ of the tombs of Arthur 
and his queen, towards the end of the reign 
of Henry Il., i.e. within the last twenty years 
of the twelfth century. 

At the same time this very romance, and 
this romance alone, traces the hero’s genea- 
logy to Nicodemus, as well as to Joseph; he 
descends on the father’s side from the former, 
on the mother’s from the latter. We noted 
in the previous chapter that the Perlesvaus 
occupies a peculiar position in the literature 
of the cycle, showing traces of early origin 
combined with very late features; it has 
certainly undergone more than one redaction, 
and the theory that we have here an early 
Perceval Grail romance, originally constructed 
at Fescamp, and later worked over in the 
interests of the fellow-foundation at Glaston- 
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bury is not one that should be lightly 
dismissed. 

Is it not clear that, had Glastonbury really 
possessed a treasure of the twofold sanctity 
to which the Grail, as alike Vessel of the Last 
Supper and Saint-Sang relic, could rightfully 
lay claim, the monks who, as history proves, 
were not slow to make capital of all that 
might bring fame to their Abbey, would cer- 
tainly have exploited that treasure for all 
that it was worth ? But when we consider 
the fact that, on the contrary, Glastonbury 
never asserted its possession of a relic that 
entitled it to rank, as a goal of pilgrimage, 
with the shrines of Fescamp and Lucca (I 
instance this latter as the Grail texts them- 
selves refer to it), it seems to me that the 
whole weight of evidence is in favour of the 
Joseph Grail story being a mere literary in- 
vention of the latter part of the twelfth 
century, inspired by the famous tradition of 
Fescamp, and based upon a romance origin- 
ally constructed by the minstrels attached 
to that foundation. 

Another point which should not be ignored 
is that the Grail is a Saint-Sang relic in 
appearance, rather than in fact. Contrary 
to what might, and ought, to be expected, 
the interest of the story is centred on the 
Vessel, the container, not on its content. 
The Legend, the Romances, are the Grail 
legend and romances. Now Grail, to the 
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minds of twelfth-century writers, most un- 
doubtedly meant a Dish; the very MS. 
which gives us the best version of the Gawain 
Grail story, in a section by the same hand, 
relates how Gawain arrives at a certain 
castle during the temporary absence of its 
lord, and finds a meal prepared awaiting his 
return. Among the viands are ‘boars’ 
heads on grails of silver.’ Helinandus, in 
his chronicle referred to above, describes the 
Grail as a Dish, ‘ wide and somewhat deep.’ 
Evidently, then, in the Grail legend, we 
are dealing with a tradition which centres 
round a Vessel, independent of what that 
Vessel may contain. Even when the contenu 
is the most sacred thing on earth, the Blood 
of the Redeemer, the importance of the vessel 
is such that it still dominates the situation ; 
it is the Grail story after, as before. 

It is obvious that later writers felt this 
difficulty ; the talisman first took the prefix 
of ‘ Saint,’ the ‘ Saint-Graal,’ which was later 
written as one word, the ‘Sangraal.’ Finally, 
the ingenious etymology, Sang Réal, the 
Royal Blood, was adopted as explanatory of 
the title. All eminently satisfactory, so long 
as the original texts were unknown or ignored. 
But they, unfortunately, lend no support to 
this ingenious theory; rather do they 
contradict it, for they invariably give the 
word without a qualifying adjective, without 
even always the definite article. Chrétien 
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speaks of ‘ uns Gréaus,’ a Grail, and Wolfram 
von Eschenbach knew it as a ‘Stone.’ We 
have no genuine Holy Blood relic here. 

Further, the Grail possesses attributes not 
to be harmonized with the hypothesis of a 
genuine Christian origin. No recorded Saint- 
Sang relic, most certainly no Eucharistic 
chalice, comes and goes in automatic fashion, 
leaving rich food and drink in its train. Yet 
even in the Galahad Queste, where the Grail 
is surrounded by a halo of Christian sanctity, 
its appearance at Arthur’s court: means that 
‘every knight had such meats and drinks as 
he best loved in this world.” (It would be 
interesting to know if Professor Golther 
holds this for a feature of the Byzantine 
Liturgy ?) 

And no hypothesis of a Christian origin 
can explain the mise en scéne of the story: 
the lonely castle by the seashore (be it noted, 
it is always a castle, never a temple; only 
in the very latest forms of the story is the 
Grail kept in a chamber which might not 
unfitly be described as a chapel); the Waste 
Land, only to be restored with the restoration 
of the King; the Dead Knight ; the Wailing 
Women; the outburst of grief which ac- 
companies the appearance of the Lance. 
No, however attractive the theory of a 
Christian origin for the Grail story may appear 
at first sight, it breaks down at every point 
when critically investigated. This special 


CHRISTIAN THEORY OF ORIGIN 65 


solution of the problem must be dismissed, 
not merely as ‘ not proven,’ but as thoroughly 
and completely discredited. Whatever the 
Grail may be it is not a Christian relic; 
whatever the source of the story, it is not an 
ecclesiastical legend. 


CHAPTER V 
THE FOLK-LORE THEORY 


Ir, then, the advocates of the Christian Grail 
theory have thus signally failed to make good 
their contention, how does the matter stand 
with regard to their opponents, the advocates 
of a Folk-lore origin ? 

We may at once admit that they can put 
forward a much stronger, and better reasoned, 
case. If their attempt to solve the problem 
cannot be held to have fully succeeded, it 
is rather because the solution proposed is 
inadequate to meet all the conditions, than 
that, like the Christian, it is radically un- 
sound. 

Thus, the advocates of the Folk-lore 
Talisman, those who hold the Grail to be 
ab origine what the German scholars term 
a Wunsch-Gefäss, can point to countless 
folk-tale records of similar food-supplying 
vessels, some, too, of a mythic rather than of 
a popular origin. Such was the cauldron of 
the Dagda, from which none ever went away 
unsatisfied, connected with the Tuatha de 
Danann, the mythical, semi-divine ancestors 

6 


THE FOLK-LORE THEORY 67 


of the Irish race. Such, again, was the 
cauldron of Bras, in the Mabinogi of Branwen 
the Daughter of Llyr, which possessed the 
power of restoring the dead to life. 

Or there is the mysterious and venomous 
Spear, the Luin of Celtchar, which emitted 
streams of fire, and required to be constantly 
plunged in a cauldron of blood, to quell its 
venomous attributes. 

The Four Treasures of these mysterious 
Tuatha de Danann were the Stone of Destiny, 
which proclaimed the future king ; the Sword ; 
the Spear ; and the Cauldron, above referred 
to—talismans corresponding with singular 
accuracy to those of the Grail Castle. 

Again, advocates of this theory have no 
difficulty in proving the folk-lore and 
traditional character of a tale such as the 
Perceval enfances, a tale which, as the late 
Mr. Alfred Nutt, following in the steps of 
J. G. von Hahn, has shown, finds its parallels 
amid all the Aryan peoples. It is, indeed, 
easy to go further, and demonstrate the 
general use of popular folk-tale themes in the 
evolution of that body of romantic literature 
to which the Grail texts belong. Thus, The 
Three Days’ Tournament, a story in which 
the hero appears three consecutive days in 
different armour, a theme found all over the 
world, is used over and over again in 
Arthurian romance, and there is strong reason 
to believe that it was this story, in one of its 
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most popular forms, which gave the initial 
suggestion for the immortal loves of Lancelot 
and Guenevere. The Lanval story, of the 
love of a knight for a fairy mistress, of which 
we have many variants, the story of Carados 
and the Serpent, the story of Merlin—all 
these are notable instances. Small wonder, 
then, that the theory of a folk-lore, and of a 
specifically Celtic folk-lore, origin for the 
Grail legend, has won widespread acceptance. 

And yet this theory cannot be said to 
satisfy, fully and completely, the conditions 
of the problem. The weak points, and un- 
fortunately they are points of supreme 
importance, may be stated as follows : 

If we cannot accept the theory that a 
definitely religious and Christian object 
could be credited with the attributes and 
methods of procedure of a mere food- 
providing talisman, it is equally difficult to 
accept the converse—that a purely Folk-lore, 
food-providing vessel should be identified 
with the most sacred objects of the Christian 
Faith, the Blood of the Redeemer, the Chalice 
of the Eucharist; and that, not in stories 
which might be the result of popular growth 
and ignorant misapprehension (there are no 
Christian Grail folk-tales), but in lengthy and 
detailed romances, obviously the work of 
knowledge and intelligence. This is a point 
which, as a rule, the advocates of this par- 
ticular theory prefer not toface. They postu- 
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late the non-Christian, preferably Celtic, 
origin of the tale and suggest certain varied 
theories of that origin; they admit the 
definitely Christian character of the later 
forms of the romance, but the gulf between is, 
as a rule, left unbridged. 

Professor Wechssler did, indeed, some years 
ago, attempt to fulfil the required conditions 
by postulating a version of the Joseph of 
Arimathea story, in which that hero was 
miraculously sustained during his forty years’ 
captivity by an automatic, food-providing 
talisman, which, for some unexplained 
reason, received the name of Grail; but he 
omitted to explain why, if this were the 
case, all mention of the talisman should have 
been omitted from the texts recording this 
captivity. This idea he then combined with 
a reconstructed version of the story, in which 
the hero’s name was Galahad, but the inci- 
dents were those of the Perceval form. Here 
again we were left in ignorance of the process 
by which the name of the later hero became, 
permanently and indissolubly, attached to 
the primitive incidents, while the genuine 
hero was provided with an entirely new story, 
not one incident of the original tale remaining 
to his credit ! The whole was complacently 
offered as a via media, which should solve all 
the contradictions and difficulties, of the 
cycle. The result was generally held to do 
more credit to Professor Wechssler’s ingenuity 
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than to his critical faculty, but the attempt is 
in itself a proof of the extreme complexity 
and difficulty of the problem. 

Thus, while admitting the full force of the 
folk-lore parallels and the validity of the 
argument as regards many features of the 
story, we are compelled to ask, what, granting 
the initial postulate, there could have been 
about this special food-providing talisman 
that differentiated it from the great family 
of similar talismans? Why should this, 
more than any other of its countless fellows, 
have been so speedily, so radically, Chris- 
tianized, and surrounded with such an 
atmosphere of mystic secrecy? This is a 
point which cannot possibly be evaded ; it 
is a point which has never been fairly met. 

The second main objection is that here, 
even as in the Christian theory, the mise en 
scéne is not satisfactorily explained. No one 
has as yet brought forward a folk-tale corre- 
sponding in incident and setting to the Grail 
story. Explanations are indeed suggested 
for isolated features. Thus, the Dead 
Knight on the bier has been paralleled with 
Arthur in Avalon; the Maimed King (with 
reference to Wolfram’s explanation of the 
character of the injury) to Kronos, in his 
Western Isle; the Waste Land, to an incident 
in the Mabinogi of Manawyddan, the son of 
Llyr. But these are all independent the 
one of the other; a story that corresponds 
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in any detailed manner with either the 
Bleheris-Gawain story, or the Grail section 
of the Perceval, is so far unknown. This is 
the more suggestive in that, as Dr. Griffith 
has recently shown, there exists a well- 
marked group of folk-tales curiously parallel 
in incident and intention with the opening 
phases of this latter form—the forest educa- 
tion of the hero, his dramatic appearance at 
court, the slaying of the Red Knight, etc. The 
hero follows a well-marked traditional path 
for the first part of his adventures; but that 
path never leads, as were the theory sound 
it surely should lead, to the Grail Castle. 

It is, of course, possible that certain of my 
readers may here ask, But what of the evi- 
dence of the Perronik? Have we not here 
a genuine folk-tale, parallel to the Perceval- 
Grail story ? Have we not here the Diimm- 
ling hero, the Lance, and the Basin, or Cup ? 
M. De la Villemarqué thought he had found 
the source here, and his view has recently 
been revived and warmly championed by 
Professor von Schroeder. 

Now there is no doubt that in the Perronik 
we have a popular tale belonging to the 
‘Great Fool’ group; i.e. the hero is cer- 
tainly a near relation of Perceval. Also, the 
talismans he wins are strongly reminiscent of 
Lance and Grail. But in my view ‘re- 
miniscent ’ is precisely the right word to use; 
they were suggested by these objects, they 
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are not the objects themselves, far less are 
they their source. There are two un- 
mistakable notes of a late origin which have 
escaped the notice of those enamoured of the 
tale. The manner in which alone the giant 
can meet his death brings the tale into the 
well-known group of the ‘ Hidden Soul,’ of 
which it is clearly a late variant. The fact 
that the giant is slain through the agency of 
the embodied Plague, the ‘ Yellow Death,’ 
and also the references to the bells ringing 
for the Feast of Corpus Christi, are proofs 
that this particular version of the tale is later 
than the introduction of these two features 
into Europe. Neither were known before the 
thirteenth century. 

The weak point, and it is a fatally weak 
point, of the method employed by the 
defenders of both Christian and Folk-lore 
theory, is that both alike content themselves 
with a discussion of the nature and origin 
of the Grail, and its attendant talisman, the 
Lance, each, as it were, per se, and independent 
of the other, and disregard, more or less, the 
setting in which they are placed. Yet surely 
no theory of the origin of the story can be 
considered really and permanently satis- 
factory, unless it can offer an explanation of 
the story as a whole; of the relations between 
the two chief talismans, and of the varying 
forms assumed by the Grail: why it should 
be at one time a Food-providing object of 
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unexplained form, at another a Dish; at one 
moment the receptacle of streams of Blood 
from a Lance, at another, the Cup of the 
Last Supper; here ‘Something’ wrought of 
no material substance, there, a Stone; and 
yet everywhere and always possess the same 
essential significance ; in each and every 
form be rightly described as The Grail ? 

As a rule, this, the real essence of the prob- 
lem, has been evaded. Criticism has been 
content to find independent and unrelated 
solutions for this or that aspect of the 
Talisman; yet it is always and everywhere 
the Grail, and between its varying mani- 
festations some definite principle of relation 
should surely subsist. 

The late Mr. Alfred Nutt endeavoured to 
find a solution of the main difficulty in a 
combination of two distinct Quest stories, 
termed by him the Feud and the Unspelling 
quests. The first would give us the Dead 
Knight, the Sword, and the introductory 
section of Manessier’s conclusion of the 
Perceval, where the hero must avenge the 
death of the Fisher King’s brother on his 
slayer, before that personage can be healed. 
The second would account for the question 
which, rightly asked, brought about the res- 
toration alike of King and Land. This latter 
feature Mr. Nutt connected with the Irish 
geasa, or taboo, restrictions laid upon a hero 
to do, or refrain from doing, certain things. 
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But it is surely unnecessary to postulate a 
combination of themes, unless we are abso- 
lutely certain that no single hypothesis can 
adequately meet the case. 

The task, then, which modern scholarship 
must deliberately face is that of co-ordinating 
the varying versions of the legend, and 
evolving a theory which shall explain, not 
merely one form of the Grail, but all the vary- 
ing forms, while at the same time it provides 
an adequate explanation for the story-setting. 
In the opinion of the present writer there is 
one theory, and one alone, which will, 
naturally, and without undue forcing of the 
facts, explain the apparent enigma of the 
Vessel and its surroundings, and do justice to 
what is really sound and enduring in the 
earlier and opposing theories of origin; for 
in the Folk-lore theory, at least, there is 
much that is sound. This, which we may 
perhaps designate the Ritual theory, we will 
now proceed to examine. 


CHAPTER VI 
THE RITUAL THEORY 


THE theory to which we are now about to 
devote our attention was first suggested by 
the present writer, in vol. i. of The Legend of 
Sir Perceval (‘Grimm Library,’ vol. xvii.), 
and subsequently developed in a paper (‘ The 
Grail and the Rites of Adonis’) read before 
the Folk-lore Society, and published in 
vol. xviii. of Folk-lore. It was still more 
fully treated in vol. ii. of The Legend of Sir 
Perceval. The suggestions made in these 
works have, on the whole, been very favour- 
ably received, and while there has been a 
hesitation to accept, in its entirety, the sug- 
gested process of development, the initial 
principle, has, in many quarters, been ac- 
cepted as a sound basis of criticism. 

As we have noted above, the weakest point 
in both Christian and Folk-lore theories is 
that both alike fail to explain the com- 
bination of elements in the problem to be 
solved. On either hypothesis the presence 
of features permitting, nay, inviting, the 
formulation of the opposing theory is a very 
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grave objection. Thus, if the Grail were a 
purely Christian Vessel, it ought not to 
behave like a mere food-providing talisman ; 
if it were a mere food-providing talisman, it 
ought not to be surrounded with the at- 
mosphere of mysterious sanctity befitting 
the holiest of relics. The very existence of 
such contradictory elements in a form that 
can neither be ignored nor considered un- 
justified by the texts, demands the formu- 
lation of a theory that shall, by harmonizing 
the apparent contradictions, at once explain, 
and justify, their existence. The only view 
that will meet the case is to regard the Grail 
as something which, while pre-Christian in 
origin, was an object of reverence and awe, 
something which ab initio was found in such 
surroundings, was put to such a use, that its 
Christianization, and subsequent identifica- 
tion with the holiest symbols of our Faith, 
could be brought about by a natural de- 
velopment from within, rather than by a 
forcible imposition from without. 

Modern investigation, and the growing 
recognition of the importance of the compara- 
tive study of religion, have in recent years 
familiarized us with forms of faith and 
practice the knowledge of which was earlier 
confined to specialists, and, further, have 
connected such forms of faith with modern 
survivals of popular custom and superstition 
in a manner hitherto little suspected. 
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In the light of modern research, we now 
know that the most widespread method of 
symbolizing the annual natural processes of 
growth and decay was that which regarded 
the animating Spirit of Nature under an 
anthropomorphic form. The name of the 
god varied in different lands; the earliest 
form of the cult which has left distinct traces 
is the Babylonian, which knew the deity as 
Tammuz; but the best known form, and 
that which has, in fact, persisted to our day, 
is that which, taking its rise in Pheenicia, 
spread through the Greek Islands on to the 
mainland, and gained so strong a hold on the 
Greek peoples that it was carried afield by 
them, and became especially popular in their 
Egyptian colonies. 

Here the god was known as Adonis (from 
the Syriac, adon, ‘lord,’ thus not really a 
proper name, but an appellative), and was 
figured as a fair youth, the beloved of the 
goddess Aphrodite. Dying a violent death, 
as the result of the chase of a wild boar, he 
descended to the Nether-world, where he 
became the lover of the queen of Hades, 
Persephone. Aphrodite, by her passionate 
entreaties, prevailed upon Zeus to restore her 
lover to life; and henceforward Adonis shares 
his existence between the Upper and the 
Lower world, as the consort now of Aphro- 
dite, now of Persephone. 

Thus, while in the spring the return of 
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Adonis to life, and his union with the 
goddess, was welcomed with every sign of 
popular rejoicing, his annual departure 
to the Shades was the signal for wide- 
spread mourning, of a character and intensity 
that has left a peculiar and enduring mark 
upon popular tradition. 

The relation of the two component parts 
of the celebration varied. 

Sometimes the return of Adonis was cele- 
brated first ; this was the case at Alexandria, 
where the nuptials of Adonis and Aphrodite 
were celebrated with the greatest pomp and 
display. After two days an image, repre- 
senting the god (sometimes merely a head, 
made of papyrus), was committed to the 
waves, and a period of mourning, varying 
from three to seven days, followed. 

In other places the death of the god took 
precedence, and was followed by feasts 
celebrating his restoration to life. This 
latter seems to have been the more widely 
spread form of the cult, and that corre- 
sponding the more closely to the survivals in 
modern folk-custom. 

It is not essential for the purposes of this 
study to cite numerous examples of such sur- 
vival. Those desirous of a fuller acquaint- 
ance with the subject have only to turn to 
the pages of Mannhardt’s Baum- und Feld- 
Kultus or Frazers The Golden Bough, to 
find more than sufficient proof of the 
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enduring character of these rites, but the 
following examples will illustrate my mean- 
ing. 
‘Thus in Lausitz, on Lætare Sunday, women, 
veiled as mourners, carry a figure of straw, 
dressed in a man’s shirt, on a bier to the 
bounds of the next village. There they tear 
the figure to pieces, and hang the shirt on a 
young and flourishing tree, which they cut 
down and carry home with rejoicing. In the 
Lechrain a man is dressed in women’s clothes, 
laid on a bier, borne by four men, and be- 
wailed by men dressed as professional women 
mourners, ‘ Klageweiber In this guise he 
is carried to the village dung-heap, where he 
is thrown down, drenched with water, and 
buried in straw. More striking still is the 
Russian custom. Here the Vegetation Spirit 
is named Jarilo, and represented by a doll, 
with phallic attributes. The figure is placed 
in a coffin, and carried through the streets at 
sunset, by men, while drunken women sur- 
round the procession, making lamentation in 
the following remarkable terms: ‘ Of what 
was he guilty ? He was so good. He will 
rise no more. Oh! How can we part from 
thee? What is life to us when thou art no 
more? Arise! If but for a moment. But 
he arises not, he arises not!” Finally Jarilo 
is laid inthe grave. These examples, selected 
from among innumerable parallels given by 
Mannhardt, are sufficient to show the per- 
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sistent character of these ceremonies, and the 
attendant features. 

But what is of especial importance for the 
purposes of this investigation, is the fact that 
it is precisely this form of nature-ritual which 
in its earlier, and more ceremonial, shape, 
provides us with a series of incidents closely 
corresponding to the mise en scène of the 
Grail story. Thus the dead body on the 
bier, the Maimed King on the litter, corre- 
spond with the god, dead, or wounded in such 
a manner that he is deprived of his repro- 
ductive powers. This is an analogy which 
has hitherto been too much ignored, though 
certain scholars have evidently been aware of 
its existence. Vellay and other writers point 
out that the term ‘ thigh,’ used in connection 
with the wounding of Adonis, is merely a 
well-recognized euphemism, of which they 
give numerous instances; and, while the 
majority of the Grail texts employ this term 
for the wound of the Fisher King (parmi les 
cuisses), Wolfram von Eschenbach uses words 
which leave us in no doubt that here, as else- 
where, the term is to be understood in an 
euphemistic sense. 

Thus we can now understand how the 
wasting of the land can be connected with, 
and directly caused by, the death, or infirmity, 
of the King, and how the achievement of the 
Quest, by restoring to health (and some of the 
Grail romances specifically state, to youth) 


THE RITUAL THEORY 81 


the personage upon whose vitality the vitality 
of the land depends, can restore these wastes 
to verdure. Some of the texts, e.g. the 
Bleheris-Gawain form, and the Gerbert con- 
tinuation, say quite clearly that the achieving 
of the Quest has restored the rivers to their 
channels, and caused the dried-up waters to 
flow. This is precisely the feat which our 
earliest Aryan forefathers ascribed to their 
divine hero, Indra; the ‘Freeing of the 
Waters’ is the greatest boon that can be 
bestowed upon man. 

Now, too, we understand the insistence 
upon the mourning in general, and speci- 
fically, the importance assigned to the role of 
the Weeping Women. The position assigned 
to them in these celebrations was one of such 
prominence that an Arabic writer of the tenth 
century gave to these rites the name of 
El-Bugât or ‘The Festival of the Weeping 
Women.’ The terms in which Vellay, in his 
work on Adonis, describes their demeanour, 
“elles sanglotent éperdüment pendant les 
nuits,’ parallel closely the experience of 
Gawain as recorded in the prose Lancelot, 
where, in the middle of the night, ‘ Sir 
Gawain hearkened, and heard the sound of 
bitter weeping and lamentations, he deemed 
well ’twas the voice of women,” and beholds 
twelve maidens, “who made the greatest 
lamentation in the world,” kneeling before 
the door of the chamber wherein the Grail 
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has entered, they ‘ made prayers and orisons, 
and withal wept bitterly.” 

The interest of this passage lies in the fact 
that there is absolutely no reason for mourn- 
ing of any kind here; the Fisher King is in 
full possession of his powers, the Grail is the 
Grail of the Galahad Queste, and the dwellers 
at Corbenic have everything that heart can 
desire. This trait can only be explained as a 
survival from an earlier form the real sig- 
nificance of which has been forgotten. In a 
lengthy passage interpolated in the Perceval 
MS. of the Heralds’ College, we are told that 
as one result of the successful achievement 
of the Quest, the hero shall learn “ why the 
maiden who carries the Grail weeps cease- 
lessly.” But in the poem to which this is an 
addition (Chrétien’s), the Grail-bearer does 
not weep! No unprejudiced critic of the 
Grail literature can avoid the conclusion that 
in the Weeping Women of the texts we have 
a feature the true meaning of which is no 
longer understood by those who record it. 

Again, the fact that, alike in classical times 
and in modern survivals, the figure repre- 
senting the Spirit of Vegetation is thrown into 
the water (into the sea, at Alexandria), will 
enable us to understand why the Grail Castle 
is invariably described as situated on the 
sea-coast, or the banks of a great river. 

It is not too much to claim that, alike in 
incident and intention, the ritual of the Adonis 
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cult provides us with the only real parallel 
to the mise en scène of the Grail story we have 
so far discovered. 

But what of the Grail itself ? If we take, 
as its primary form, that which it bears in the 
Bleheris-Gawain story, that which, as we have 
noted, recurs over and over again in persistent 
and perplexing fashion, even in the latest 
and most highly Christianized forms, that of 
a food-providing Vessel, a rich rather than 
a holy Grail, it may well have been, in the 
first instance, the Vessel of the general ritual 
meal, which formed a part of these cele- 
brations. This would account at once for 
the fact that it supplies food, and food of a 
specially rich and varied character. Why, 
however, it should be regarded as automatic, 
is a question less easy to answer. 

We do not know precisely, in fact we 
know very slightly, what really took place at 
these feasts; but we do know that priests 
of these early faiths were often credited with 
magical, or miraculous, powers, which the 
science of later days has explained by their 
possible skill in mesmeric, or hypnotic, arts. 
It is thus quite within the bounds of possi- 
bility that the service of these ritual feasts 
may have been marked by what, to the 
simple-minded participant, bore the charac- 
ter of the marvellous; and within the bounds 
of possibility, too, that a Vessel bearing such 
a character should gather to itself as accre- 
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tions, traits characteristic of the many food- 
providing talismans of folk and fairy tale. 
But while these nature-cults, in their simple 
and popular form, may very well explain the 
origin of this ‘feeding’ Grail, it must be 
admitted that they do not, in that popular 
form, provide an explanation for its puzzling 
mutations. For an explanation of these we 
must examine the material from another. 
side. 

In this branch of our investigation we are 
treading on less well-assured ground. The 
existence of these cults, their wide-spread 
character, their persistent survival, even to 
the present day, the close parallel between 
their ritual and the incidents of the Grail 
story—all this, the initial basis of the Ritual 
theory of origin, is now very generally accepted 
by scholars, in fact it would be difficult of 
denial. But the further steps, the road 
followed by the tradition in its development 
into a Christian mystical romance, are so far 
a matter of hypothesis, and can be presented 
only as such. Yet, to readers of this Series, 
the hypothesis, in view of the character of the 
facts and ideas with which it deals, may be 
expected to commend itself as essentially 
probable and satisfactory. 

A point which cannot be overlooked in 
connection with these nature-cults in general, 
and with the Adonis ritual in particular, is 
the marked prevalence during these cele- 
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brations of practices which, to our modern 
views, are alike repellent and reprehensible. 
But to our forefathers the bond uniting men 
with Nature was far closer than it is with us. 
The vital force which animated both was one 
and the same, actions which issued in the 
reproduction of human life might reasonably 
be looked upon as calculated to stimulate a 
vigorous growth in Nature. 

That this idea survives to the present day is 
amply demonstrated by the curious, and to 
our minds unedifying, practices which con- 
stantly accompany these ceremonies, and of 
which abundant evidence can be found in the 
books referred to. To sum up the position in 
a few words, ‘sympathetic magic’ is an ele- 
ment the presence of which in all these cults 
must be held as fully proven. 

Thus the Adonis and kindred cults were 
essentially ‘life’ cults, their aim being to 
preserve the life of the land, and of the folk 
dependent upon its fruits. But it is quite 
obvious that while the general public might 
rest content with the outward expression— 
the public mourning and rejoicing, the ritual 
feast—and regard the whole celebration 
simply as a means of securing fruitfulness— 
even as the Italian peasant of to-day looks 
upon the successful performance of the cere- 
mony of the Scoppio del Carro (an undoubted 
nature-ritual survival) as a means of ensuring 
an abundant harvest—and be content with 
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that, the priests assigned a different, and 
higher, significance to these ceremonies. 
Vellay does not hesitate to assert that these 
rites had an inner, an esoteric, meaning. He 
says : 

“ Les fêtes publiques wen sont qu’une 
parade extérieure, et comme artificielle ” (of 
which the public did not understand, were 
not meant to understand, the inner signi- 
ficance), “ mais au delà, le sens esotérique, 
l'essence mythique, pour ainsi dire, s’y cris- 
tallise dans la tradition rituelle des prêtres.” 

He goes on to remark that, at the moment 
this double current becomes historically 
noticeable (the popular side as shown in the 
feasts, the esoteric in the teaching of the 
priests), the rise of the Orphic doctrine had 
given to the earlier traditions a new life and 
a deeper meaning. At the same time, the 
Greek philosophy, carried to Alexandria, had 
there come into contact with Egyptian legend 
and religion, and under this influence has 
assumed a character at once more subtle and 
more profound. To put it concisely, Vellay 
is clearly of opinion that, at a certain stage of 
development, the Adonis ritual assumed the 
character of a mystery. 

In the first of a series of most interesting 
articles, contributed to The Quest, and dealing 
with ceremonial game-playing in church, a 
practice which survived into late medieval 
times, Mr. G. R. S. Mead remarks that 
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“ the ancient higher mystery-institutions had 
two main grades; in the lower were shown 
the mysteries of generation, or physical birth 
and death; in the higher, the mystery of 
regeneration, or of spiritual birth and life”’ 
(vol iv. p. 109). 

If we apply this principle to the cult under 
discussion, and postulate that the Adonis 
rites, elevated to the rank of a mystery, con- 
formed to this model, the presentation of the 
Grail in a three-fold form becomes easily 
explicable. The basis of instruction was of 
course the outward ritual, in which all the 
worshippers unite, the central feature of 
which is the sacramental meal of which all 
alike partake. This gives us the Grail in its 
primary form as Dish, the Grail as described 
by Helinandus. 

In his Chronicle, speaking of the revelation 
of the Grail made to a certain hermit in 
Britain, Helinandus explains the term as 
follows: ‘ Gradalis autem, vel Gradale, 
Gallice dicitur scutella lata, et aliquantulum 
profunda, in qua preciose dapes divitibus 
solent apponi gradatim, unus morsellus post 
alium in diversis ordinibus.” 

Does not this description in all its details 
fit admirably into the conception of the 
central dish of a ritual feast, food of a rich 
and special quality, arranged on the dish in 
regular order, being offered to the wor- 
shippers, one morsel apportioned to each ? 
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I have already pointed out that, to the 
French writers of the twelfth century, Grail 
did, most undoubtedly, connote Dish. Here, 
then, we have the Grail as Feeding Vessel, the 
‘rich ’ Grail of the Bleheris-Gawain form ; it 
is the dish in which food of a rich and varied 
character is offered to the worshippers. 

But to those elect who desired to penetrate 
beneath the outer symbolism of the ritual to 
its inner and hidden meaning, the Grail, the 
Source and Food of Life, assumed a different 
form. Passing in natural sequence from the 
lower to the higher, the aspirant would first 
be initiated into the mystery of the origin of 
physical life; and at this stage he must 
certainly have undergone a test corresponding 
in character with the instruction for which it 
was a preparation. In the Bleheris-Gawain 
form we learn that the hero, on his road to 
the castle, finds, and enters, a mysterious 
chapel, where a Hand, black and marvellous, 
extinguishes the Altar light, and hideous 
voices make lamentation ; we are told that 
the hero was in danger of death, but of these 
marvels no one dare speak, for they appertain 
to ‘ the secret of the Grail.’ 

Now it is a point which has not yet been 
sufficiently studied, that a visit to a Perilous 
Chapel, or Cemetery, is found in many of the 
Grail romances; the details differ, but the 
adventure is always described as perilous in 
the extreme. In the Perlesvaus this motif is 
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developed in a most curious and significant 
form. Arthur, intending to ride forth with 
early morning, has bidden his squire prepare 
horse and armour over-night and be ready to 
ride with him at dawn. The squire does this, 
and lies down to sleep in the hall. In his 
dream he imagines that he has overslept him- 
self, and that the king has ridden forth 
without him. He rises, and follows in haste, 
coming, as he thinks, to a Chapel in a 
Cemetery wherein are many coffins. In the 
Chapel lies a Dead Knight, on a bier, with 
tapers in golden candlesticks burning at 
head and foot. The squire takes one of the 
golden candlesticks, and rides on after the 
king. In the forest he meets a black man, 
armed with a knife, who, on his refusal to 
give up the candlestick, smites him in the 
left side. The unfortunate youth awakes, to 
find himself lying in the hall at Cardoil, 
wounded to death, with the golden candle- 
stick beside him ! 

Now ‘initiations ’ can, and do, take place 
while the aspirant is physically in a trance 
condition ; and it seems to me by no means 
impossible that this curious story may be 
the survival of a genuine Grail tradition. 
When Perceval faces the adventure of the 
Chapel, as he does in Manessier, the Dead 
Knight lies on the Altar, and he has to sustain 
the onslaught of a demon, black and hideous 
in the extreme. 
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I think we shall not go far astray if we 
conclude that the test preceding, and quali- 
fying for, initiation into the secrets of 
physical life, consisted in being brought into 
contact with the horrors of physical death, 
and that the test was one which might well 
end disastrously for the aspirant. 

Gawain had passed this test satisfactorily 
before his arrival at the Grail Castle, and is 
congratulated by the King on the valour which 
has enabled him to reach that goal. After 
he, with other inhabitants of the castle, has 
partaken of the common feast, and been 
served by the ‘ rich ’ Grail, he is left alone in 
the hall, and then, and not before, he sees the 
Vessel in its lower aspect, as a Cup, or Vase, 
receiving the blood which flows from an 
upright Lance. Vase and Lance, in this 
conjunction, are well-known phallic symbols, 
the Vase, or Cup, representing the female, 
the Lance, or Spear, the male element, 
while the blood is the Life. 

This, the lower aspect of the esoteric 
teaching, then, supplies us with a second 
form of the talisman, the Cup, explains its 
association with the Lance, and, by the 
introduction of the blood flowing from the 
latter, prepares the way for the ‘ Saint-Sang ’ 
developments. 

The final stage is the initiation into the 
higher Secret of the Mysteries, that of 
regeneration and spiritual life. It is quite 
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obvious that here the experience must, of 
necessity, pass on a higher, a non-material 
plane, and the source of spiritual life must be 
other than a material, food-supplying Vessel. 
And so we have the ‘Holy’ Grail, which, 
we are told, was “ not of wood, nor of any 
manner of metal, nor was it in any wise of 
stone, nor of horn, nor of bone, and therefore 
was he (Sir Gawain) sore abashed.” The 
Grail, at this stage, is wrought of no material 
substance. The test here demanded of the 
Quester is that he shall ask concerning the 
nature and use of this mysterious Vessel ; 
but, as we have seen, he does not ask, often he 
falls asleep, and though instruction may be 
given, his ears are closed. Frequently, as in 
the Bleheris-Gawain form, he is required to 
re-weld a broken sword ; his failure to do this 
debars him from achievement. 

Is it a far-fetched hypothesis to assume 
that here the Sword represents the will- 
power, which, welded to its hilt, the ‘ pent- 
angle,’ the mystic symbol which is supposed to 
give power over the Other-world, will enable 
the initiand to undergo the final test, that of 
retaining his consciousness during the Vision 
of the ‘ Holy ’ Grail, so that, the Vision passed, 
he can, in full and clear remembrance of what 
he has seen, demand without fear of denial 
what this mysterious Vessel is, and whom, or 
what purpose, it serves? As students are 
well aware, the Sword of the Grail romances is 
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a very elusive and perplexing feature. It 
takes upon itself various forms ; it may be a 
broken sword, the re-welding of which is an 
essential condition of achieving the quest ; 
it may be a ‘ presentation’ sword, given to 
the hero on his arrival at the Grail Castle, but 
a gift of dubious value, as it will break, either 
after the first blow, or in an unspecified peril, 
foreseen, however, by its original maker, Or 
it may be the sword with which John the 
Baptist was beheaded ; or the sword of Judas 
Maccabæus, gifted with self-acting powers; 
or a mysterious sword as estranges ranges, 
which may be identified with the preceding 
weapon. In this later form we find that the 
scabbard may bear the mysterious inscrip- 
tion, ‘ memoire de sens’ (the sense memory), 
and one of the finest of our Gawain romances, 
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, assigns to 
that hero, as his distinguishing badge, the 
‘pentangle.’ Thus it seems to me that the 
interpretation suggested above, though verg- 
ing on the ‘ occult,’ yet lies well within the 
acknowledged facts of the story. 

This, then, in its main outlines, is the Ritual 
theory. And I think any fair-minded critic 
will admit that it fulfils the conditions of the 
problem in a manner which the older theories 
failed to do; for it explains, quite naturally, 
the incidents, and mise en scéne of the tale, 
and accounts for the divergent, and at first 
sight, contradictory, forms assumed by the 
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talisman. This last is a point to which 
sufficient importance has hardly been at- 
tached. Scholars have been too apt to 
exercise a capricious selection between the 
different forms of the Grail, and to decide in 
favour of the originality of that which best 
conforms to the conditions imposed by their 
particular theory ; but all and each is The 
Grail, and any sound theory of origins must 
recognize and admit them as such. 

Other considerations lend further weight to 
the proposed interpretation. It is a curious, 
and on other grounds inexplicable, fact that 
there is a persistent tradition of three Grail 
Kings. The Perlesvaus designates the three 
as the Roi Pescheur, the Roi de Basse Gent, 
whose name was Pelles (probably a later 
addition), and the Roi del Chastel Mortel, in 
whom there was as much of evil as in the 
others of good. Chrétien and Wolfram know 
two kings: the lord of the Grail Castle in 
their versions uniting the characters of 
Fisher, and Maimed, King, while his old 
father, preserved alive in extreme old age by 
the sight of the Grail, or by a ‘ host’ con- 
tained in it, duplicates this latter rôle. 
In a unique MS. of the Arthurian cycle, an 
extended Merlin, preserved in the Biblio- 
thèque Nationale (Fonds Français, 887), the 
three kings are Alain, Pellinor, and Pelles, all 
of whom are ‘ Maimed.’ In the prose ver- 
sions we find generally the king Pelles, his 
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old father, and his son Eliezer, who, however, 
never succeeds as King and Guardian of the 
Grail. 

The tradition has become hopelessly con- 
fused and intricate, but it appears to point 
to an earlier stage at which each manifesta- 
tion of the Grail was under the charge of 
an appropriate Guardian. In the esoteric 
interpretation this Guardian would represent 
the Life-Principle, and whereas the Maimed 
King would correspond closely with the Dead, 
or Wounded, God, and in this character be 
present at the general ritual feast, the Fisher 
King, representing that personage in his full 
activity, would have charge of the spiritual 
Vessel, the ‘ Holy’ Grail. The King of the 
Chastel Mortel, which term can hardly con- 
note other than the Body, the Flesh, would be 
Keeper of the Grail in its lowest form; and 
that this was indeed his réle is indicated by 
the fact that, in the one text in which this 
character has been preserved, the Perlesvaus, 
he is making war upon the Fisher King for 
possession of the Lance and the Grail—his 
own symbols which have here become Chris- 
tianized and removed from his keeping. 

The title of ‘ Fisher’ King, as applied to 
the Guardian of the Grail, is a somewhat 
perplexing element in the tradition. The 
symbolism is beyond any doubt a ‘life’ 
symbolism. The Fish is a well-known emblem 
of life, and is found alike in pre-Christian, 
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and Christian, iconography, while the title of 
‘ Fisher ’ has been bestowed upon more than 
one early divinity. Thus Adapa the Wise, 
the son of Ea, of Babylonian myth, is the 
‘ Wise Fisher’; Buddha, is ‘ The Fisher’ ; 
it may be also Orpheus. The connection of 
this special symbolism with the form of 
nature-worship under discussion is not very 
clear. The popular survivals of the Adonis 
cult have preserved no trace of this nomen- 
clature, and it may be that the title belongs 
exclusively to the esoteric ‘mystery’ de- 
velopment which has given us the Grail 
tradition. But two points are assured: (a) 
the ‘ fish ’ symbolism is a ‘ life’ symbolism ; 
(b) a personage bearing the title of ‘ Fisher ’ is 
never a mere man, it is a divine title, and 
the person bearing it is either a divinity, or 
the representative of a divinity. Regarded, 
then, from the ritual point of view, it seems 
clear that the Grail Quest should be viewed 
primarily as an initiation story, as a search 
into the secret and mystery of life; it is the 
record of an initiation manqué. The Quest, 
properly speaking, begins only when the 
hero, having failed at his first unpremeditated 
visit to the Castle to fulfil the tests to which 
he has been subjected, sets out with the 
deliberate intention of finding the vanished 
Temple of the Grail, and fulfilling the con- 
ditions which shall qualify him to obtain a 
full knowledge of the marvels he has beheld. 
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This aspect of the problem had already 
presented itself to the acute intelligence of 
the late Professor Heinzel. Although he had 
not detected the close parallel existing be- 
tween the Grail incidents and the details of 
popular nature-ritual, and was further ham- 
pered by his prepossession in favour of a 
Christian origin, yet he saw quite clearly 
that the peculiarities of the story, the nature 
of the test employed, the mysterious question, 
all partook of the character of an initiation, 
and he expressed his opinion that the story 
contained certainly as one of its elements the 
record of a failure to pass an initiatory test. 

It is not also without interest, or signifi- 
cance, that readers of romances, unacquainted 
with the Grail literature in general but 
familiar with ‘ occult ’ tradition and practice, 
should invariably detect this element in the 
story. More than once I have lent a trans- 
lation of the Gawain Grail adventures to 
friends whom I had reason to believe were 
familiar with such subjects; invariably the 
result has been the same—the book has been 
returned with the remark: “ This is the 
story of an initiation, told from the outside.” 

If we accept this solution of the problem, 
it will lead us to the conclusion that the 
Grail literature is not to be considered as a 
cycle dependent upon mere literary in- 
vention, the elaboration of a theme due, 
originally, to the genius of this, or that, poet. 
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Literary invention has doubtless played a 
part in the development of the cycle; e.g. 
such a poem as the Parzival of von Eschen- 
bach, with its elaborate ‘ Oriental’ intro- 
duction, the charming account of the life led 
by mother and son in the wood, the ampli- 
fication of the details of the Grail procession 
into a gorgeous ‘Pageant of Fair Women,’ 
the knightly wanderings of Trevrezent—all 
this is imaginative literature, and imaginative 
literature of a high order.. But the ground- 
work of the story, the ‘ kernel’ of the cycle, 
is not invention, but tradition; it is the 
legendary record of something that really 
happened, of an experience at once terrifying 
and exalting, which left an indelible impres- 
sion upon the mind of him who underwent it. 
Where that experience\was undergone, how 
and by what steps the record assumed its 
final and distinctively Christian form, are 
questions we will discuss in another chapter. 


CHAPTER VII 


THE TESTING OF THE THEORY AND 
CONCLUSION 


WE see, then, that the Ritual theory of 
Grail origins, by which we mean the view 
that sees in the Grail tradition as preserved 
to us the confused and fragmentary record 
of a special form of nature-worship, which, 
having been elevated to the dignity of 
a ‘mystery,’ survived in the form of a 
tradition, offers the most complete solution 
of the problem hitherto proposed. For, 
while the sequence of incident in the 
Grail story corresponds with curious fidelity 
to well-authenticated forms of ritual pro- 
cedure, and the result to be obtained is in 
both cases the same, the ‘ mystery’ develop- 
ment explains, as no other theory has even 
attempted to explain, the divergent forms 
assumed alike by the Grail and its Guardian. 

It may even be said that the evidence 
operates in two directions ; for if the theory 
of ‘mystery ° development accounts for the 
triple character of the Grail, that triple 
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three Grail Kings, in their turn prove that 
the particular form of nature-worship of 
which these romances preserve the tradition 
must have been something more than the 
simple popular celebration, whether mournful 
or joyous, with which works on comparative 
religion have made us so familiar. 

But if we accept this basic hypothesis we 
find ourselves confronted with a series of 
questions the answer to which is of primary 
importance. What, we must ask, was the 
path followed by this special tradition iv its 
evolution from a non-Christian to a Christian 
form ? Where did it originate? What were 
the influences which converted this, hypo- 
thetically, religious, into a romantic theme ? 
Who were the personages responsible for the 
evolution ? 

These questions involve a problem, or 
series of problems, of extreme complexity, 
and in the absence of direct MS. evidence a 
complete and final answer is scarcely possible ; 
the line of research is new, and it involves the 
consideration of questions the connection of 
which with the Grail literature has so far 
been but imperfectly apprehended. The 
present writer is firmly convinced of the 
essential soundness of the views here set 
forth, but at the same time holds that, at 
the present moment, they can only be put 
forward as theories, and that their definite 
establishment and acceptance as facts call 
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for the co-operation of workers whose 
interests, and sphere of labour, lie as a rule 
outside the enchanted fields of medieval 
romance. 

We have of recent years learnt to recognize 
the fact that the beliefs and practices of our 
remote ancestors enshrined a spirit of extra- 
ordinary persistence and vitality; that popu- 
lar custom and practice to-day reflect with 
startling and curious fidelity the popular 
custom and practice of the past; we know, 
too, that such continuity of custom and 
practice is not purely secular, surviving 
merely in popular celebrations, but may be 
found enshrined in the rites and ceremonies 
of the Church. Where this is not actually 
the case, the fact that the special folk- 
practices which are now recognized as nature- 
cult survivals, coincide frequently, if not 
invariably, with the ecclesiastical feasts, 
prove that the Church, where she did not 
accept and adopt, extended not merely 
tolerance but patronage. 

Thus the Scoppio del Carro at Florence, 
alluded to above, takes place on Easter Eve. 
At the singing of the Gloria at High Mass, a 
dove enveloped in fireworks flies down a 
wire reaching from the high altar to a car, 
stationed outside the great west door, and 
decorated with fireworks, while it is drawn 
by white oxen with gilded horns and wreaths 
of flowers. If the dove flies straight, and 
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arrives without mischance at the car, igniting 
the fireworks upon it, the ensuing harvest 
will be good. Should it fail to reach the car, 
a bad season may be expected. In many 
parts of Germany on Palm Sunday, after the 
customary procession, a priest is beaten by 
another with rods, branches of willow, etc. 
The blow from the ‘ wand of life’ is, as Mann- 
hardt points out, a means of quickening life, 
animal and vegetable, and as such is a wide- 
spread Spring ceremony. The numerous sur- 
vivals of the ‘ Adonis’ rites, the carrying 
forth, and burial, by mourning women, of 
the dead Spirit of Vegetation, and the tri- 
umphant bringing in of the young Spirit of 
Spring, very generally fall on a Sunday, or 
other Church festival such as Whitsuntide. 
Such ceremonies are at the root of the sur- 
viving Ascension and Rogation-tide pro- 
cessions, and readers of The Quest will not 
need to be reminded of the adoption of pre- 
Christian ritual ceremonies, within the very 
precincts of the Church, to which Mr. Mead 
has drawn attention in his most interesting 
articles on ‘Ceremonial Game-playing in 
Medieval Churches.’ The latter section of 
the first of these studies, that dealing with 
‘The Burial of Alleluia,’ is of especial interest 
to us, as supplying a most curious and 
suggestive ritual parallel to the secular 
practices referred to above. 

Those familiar with the services of the 
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Catholic Church, Roman or Anglican, are of 
course well aware that the festal response 
‘ Alleluia’ is disused from Septuagesima to 
the Thursday in Holy Week ; but previous to 
the publication of Mr. Mead’s article they 
were doubtless unaware of the fact that in 
medieval times, in French churches, and no 
doubt elsewhere, Alleluia was treated as a 
feminine personification, and as such solemnly 
interred and bewailed. I quote an extract 
from the statutes of the Cathedral Church of 
Toul, in Lorraine, given by Mr. Mead in the 
article referred to: 


‘ On the Saturday of Septuagesima Sun- 
day, at Nones, the choir boys are to assemble 
in the great vestry, in festal attire, and there 
arrange the burial of Alleluia. And after the 
last Benedicamus, they are to go in procession 
with crosses, torches, holy water, and incense, 
and carrying a clod of earth as at a funeral, 
and are to proceed across the choir, and go to 
the cloister, wailing, to the place where she 
(Alleluia) is buried. And after one of them 
has sprinkled the water, and a second censed 
the grave, they return by the same way.” 


Mr. Mead further publishes the singularly 
beautiful office for Saturday in Septuagesima, 
wherein Alleluia is invoked in terms which 
would befit a divine, or royal, personage : 
“ Alleluia, while she is present they entertain 
her, and they greatly long for her while she 
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withdraws herself. And for evermore with 
head encrowned she triumphs it before the 
Lord, Alleluia!” The Abbé Lebeuf, from 
whose letters to the Mercure de France our 
information is derived, recognized that this 
solemn burial of Alleluia should be paralleled 
by a solemn and joyous ceremony of resur- 
rection; but he states that neither in this 
case, nor in that of a similar ceremony where 
a top with ‘ Alleluia’ painted round it was 
whipped out of the church by a choir boy, 
could he find a record of a corresponding 
ceremony of reintroduction. 

Now who, and what, is this mysterious 
‘ Alleluia,’ the time and circumstances of 
whose burial coincide so strangely with 
the time and ceremonies accompanying 
the death and burial of the Vegetation 
Deity ? 

The history of the liturgical use of Alleluia 
by the Christian Church is a subject that 
would weil repay further study. In a passage 
from a treatise of Cardinal Joannes Bona, 
cited in the article under discussion, the 
phrase, ‘the mystery of Alleluia’ is employed, 
and the modulation of the vowels referred to 
as possessing a symbolic value and import- 
ance. Such vowel-modulation appears from 
the text of a curious, so-called, Mithraic 
initiation ritual which has been preserved to 
us, to have been a matter upon which much 
stress was laid in early mystery-ceremonies, 


104 THE QUEST OF THE HOLY GRAIL 


as being of effectual value in invoking the 
presence of deity. Mr. Mead connects the 
sex and personification of Alleluia with the 
Gnostic personification Sophia, and thus 
the ‘ Alleluia’ office of the Medieval Church 
with the remains of early Gnostic mystery- 
ritual. 

On the other hand, a very curious fact is that 
the Abbé Lebeuf refers to a specially beautiful 
MS. of an Alleluia office, as contained in a 
diptych, inlaid with panels of ivory, yellow 
with age, on which were to be seen the figures of 
“ Bacchanals, of the goddess Ceres in her car, 
of Cybele the mother of gods,” etc. (it is to be 
regretted that the good Abbé did not specify 
further !), thus associating the ceremony with 
the very group of Vegetation practices we 
have been examining. 

It looks very much as if we had here 
evidence of a nature-cult, developed upon 
mystery-lines, and Christianized through the 
medium of Gnostic ideas. The relation 
existing between what we may term the 
higher Paganism and the early Christian 
Church is a subject to which, so far, in- 
sufficient attention has been devoted. We 
are too apt to reflect back our own view, 
based on the records of medieval intolerance 
and modern missionary literature, of the 
position of those outside the Christian Creed, 
to the early period of the foundation of our 
faith, and fail to realize that in those early 
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days Christianity was less the representative 
of intellect and civilization than of a special 
ethic and method of relating the present to 
the future dispensation. The early Fathers 
of the Church saw no such gulf between 
Christian and pre-Christian teaching as we 
now postulate, and in especial they were at 
pains to show that their own creed was in 
no way to be contemned on the ground that 
it made appeal to the uninstructed only. 
Rather they claim that they are in no way 
inferior to the older faiths, for if these had 
‘mysteries’ so had Christianity. Saint 
Clement of Alexandria, in his Stromata, uses 
a form of speech and argument widely op- 
posed to the view of the modern orthodox 
Churchman. Thus he does not hesitate to 
assert categorically that our Lord did not 
“ disclose to the many what did not belong 
to the many, but to the few to whom He 
knew that they belonged,” and that “‘ secret 
things are entrusted to speech, and not to 
writing, as is the case with God” ; and re- 
iterates more than once the principle that 
“the Mysteries of the Faith are not to be 
revealed to all.” What form precisely the 
parallel to the ‘higher mysteries’ of pre- 
Christian faiths assumed in the primitive 
Church is now difficult to ascertain; but 
there is no doubt that what we now know as 
Gnosticism enshrines in its few and frag- 
mentary remains the tradition of a great 
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system of early Christian esoteric teaching 
and practice. 

There were early Christian mysteries ; 
what relation they bore to the higher pagan 
teaching we cannot now decide. But, in 
face of the fact that Christianity un- 
doubtedly adopted, with little or no change, 
customs and practices, some of them of a 
very primitive and unedifying character, it is 
most improbable that she ignored, or re- 
jected, the higher spiritual ‘mystery’ form. 

Nor does it seem improbable that, given 
the adoption of such esoteric beliefs and 
practices, the remembrance of them might 
be preserved in an incomplete and distorted 
form in romantic as in popular tradition. 
Such, for example, may possibly be the origin 
of the famous tradition of Saint Patrick’s 
Purgatory, a story exceedingly popular in 
the Middle Ages and surviving in more than 
one mediæval English poem. 

This story relates the adventure of a knight 
of King Stephen’s court, who, after leading a 
reckless and dissipated life, made atonement 
for his sins by braving the dangers of a 
descent into Purgatory, the opening to which 
had been revealed in a vision to Saint 
Patrick. Owain, the knight in question, 
after fasting strictly for fifteen dasy, was 
led by the abbot and monks of the 
church wherein the entrance to Purgatory 
was found, to the cave, and entering, dis- 
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appeared from their ken for three days. 
During this time he traversed the different 
regions of punishment, and, though in grave 
danger from the fiends who ruled in this 
nether world, passed in safety to the Terres- 
trial Paradise, where he was granted a fore- 
taste of the joys of the Blessed. After the 
expiration of the three days, he came forth 
from the cave, attended by a glory of celes- 
tial light, a transformed and regenerated 
character. 

Now in the non-Christian, possibly also in 
Christian, mysteries the culminating point of 
initiation was reached in a trance, during 
which the candidate was supposed to pass 
through the dangers of the lower world and 
receive definite instruction and enlightenment; 
the soul, at the expiration of the trance, 
which sometimes lasted three days, returning, 
purified and regenerated, to reanimate the 
body. 

The parallel is singularly close; and it is 
certainly a tempting theory to assume that 
this popular medizval story enshrines a 
reminiscence of an actual experience, possible 
in early Christian times. 

Now is it possible that our Grail tradition 
also belongs to a similar category, and bears 
witness to a similar origin ? 

From the evidence at our disposal, it seems 
certain that the earliest version of the story 
came from Wales, and was related by the 
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Welsh story-teller Bleheris to his French 
friends and allies. In the case of another 
Gawain adventure belonging to the same 
group, we learn that Bleheris told it to the 
Count of Poitiers, with whom that particular 
tale was a special favourite. Of the early 
Welsh religion we do not, as yet, know 
much. We know, however, the Druids to 
have been nature-worshippers, and that 
liberality towards them would be rewarded 
by plentiful harvests; we also know that 
they taught reincarnation and the im- 
mortality of the soul; in fact, there was a 
tradition to the effect that Pythagoras had 
been their pupil. There exist collections of 
early Welsh poetry, the translation and 
publication of which may possibly throw 
more light on the precise character of 
Druidic life-teaching. 

But the Welsh were closely akin to the 
Irish, and the gods of the Celtic pantheon are 
common to both peoples. Of these early 
Irish deities, the Tuatha de Danann, we know 
definitely that they were at the same time 
Gods of Vegetation and Increase, and Lords 
and Masters of Life. According to the Irish 
Annals, they came to Ireland from Greece, 
and in the wars with the Syrians had aided 
the Athenians by restoring their slain to life. 
The late Mr. Alfred Nutt, in his study on 
The Voyage of Bran, terms them ‘ Masters 
over the essence and manifestation of Life.’ 
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And the treasures of these mysterious Beings 
are the treasures of our Grail Castle: Cup, 
Lance, Sword, and Stone! 

Some modern Grail critics have been so 
much impressed by these facts that they have 
sought in the Irish tradition the direct source 
and origin of our Grail stories; but the 
parallels are isolated, and nowhere do they 
present us with a sequence of incident that 
can be accepted as the basis of our story. 
There is most certainly a common tradition 
at the root of both ; but direct interdepend- 
ence has not, so far, been proved. 

If we consider that we have a tradition 
that the deities worshipped alike by Irish 
and Welsh were of Greek origin; that 
popular belief in both lands connected a 
system of agricultural nature-worship with 
belief in the immortality of the soul and a 
form of reincarnation or rebirth; that 
survivals of the particular form of nature- 
worship most popular in Greece are found 
in these islands—it does not seem too far- 
fetched an hypothesis to suggest that this 
latter cult may have been known also in its 
‘mystery’ form, and, surviving the intro- 
duction of Christianity, have been secretly 
practised in lonely and inaccessible districts 
in Wales ; the mountain glens and fastnesses 
of that country offering a shelter to the 
worshippers of a dying faith. 

The Grail texts lend support to this theory. 
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Certain MSS. contain a very curious and 
fragmentary text, to which allusion has 
been made above, bearing the hitherto very 
perplexing title of Elucidation. It is now 
found prefixed to the Perceval of Chrétien 
de Troyes, and has been treated by scholars 
as an introduction to that poem, presumably 
by a later hand. This text professes to have 
for authority a certain ‘ Master Blihis,’ a 
personage of whom for many years critics 
knew nothing, but who in the light of recent 
discoveries can hardly be other than Bleheris. 
It purports to give the origin of the Grail 
tradition, and, from the close parallels be- 
tween its version of the incidents and the 
Wauchier section ascribed to Bleheris, it 
seems probable that, in its original form, it 
was composed as a formal introduction to the 
group of Gawain adventures related by that 
story-teller. 

Regarded from the point of view of a 
Christian origin of the Grail, this text is 
utterly unintelligible; from a Folk-lore point 
of view it is interesting, but hardly il- 
luminating ; from the Ritual point, however, 
it possesses features of peculiar interest and 
significance. 

It starts with laying special stress upon the 
mysterious and dangerous character of the 
subject with which it deals: 


C’est del Graal dont nus ne doit 
Le secret dire ne conter 
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Car tel chose poroit monter 

Li contes ains qu'il fust tos dis 
Que teus hom en seroit maris 
Qui ne l'aroit mie fourfait. 


Car, se Maistre Blihis ne ment, 
Nus ne doit dire le secré. 


(It is of the Grail of which none should 
Tell, or recount the secret; 

For such a thing might arise 

Ere that the tale was all told 

(Or: For the tale, ere it was fully told, 
Might stir up that by which] 

That men might be grieved thereby 
Who yet had not transgressed. 


For, if Master ‘Blihis lie not, 
None should tell the secret.) 


The story would tell how the land of 
Logres was destroyed. Aforetime there were 
dwelling in the mountains maidens who 
brought forth to the passing traveller food, 
pasties, bread, and wine, until King Amangons 
did wrong to one among them, took away her 
golden cup, and deprived her of her virginity, 
an evil example which his knights were not 
slow to follow. 


Des puceles une esforcha 
Et la coupe d'or li toli. 


Li autre vassal de [honor 
Quant ço virent de lor signor 
Qu'il enforçoit les damoiseles 
La ou il les trovoit plus beles, 
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Tout autresi les esforçoient 
Et les coupes d’or emportoient. 


(He outraged one of the maidens 
And took from her the cup of gold. 


The other vassals of his court 

When they saw their lord 

How he outraged the maidens 

There, where he found them the fairest, 
They also outraged them 

And carried off the cups of gold.) 


As a result of this conduct the springs dried 
up, the grass withered, the land became 
waste, and the court of the Rich Fisher, 
which had filled the land with plenty, might 
no longer be found. The land lies waste for 

a thousand years and more, till, in King 
Ath s days his knights find maidens 
wandering in the woods, each with her 
attendant knight. They joust; and one, 
Blihos-Bliheris (Bleheris?), vanquished by 
Gawain, comes to court, and tells them that 
these maidens are the descendants of those 
ravished by King Amangons and his men, and 
how, could the court of the Rich Fisher who 
guards the Grail once more be found, pro- 
sperity would return tothe land. We may here 
note that we are told that this Blihos-Bliheris 
was so good astory-teller that nonein Arthur’s 
court were weary of listening to his tales: 

Si tres bons contes savoit 


Que nus ne se péust lasser 
De ses paroles escouter. 
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(So very good were the tales he knew 
That none could become weary 
Of hearkening to his words.) 


This recalls the reputation of Bledhericus, 
as ‘ famosus ille fabulator, and the fact that 
Bréri knew 


Les gestes et les cuntes 
De tuz les reis, de tug les cuntes 
Ki orent esté en Bretaingne. 


(The feats and the tales 
Of all the kings, of all the counts 
Who e’er had been in Britain.) 


As the result of his stories Arthur’s knights 
set forth on the quest for the vanished court, 
and we are told : 


Mesire Gauvains le trova 
En icel tans q Arlus regna 
Et fu a la cort par vrété. 
Ca avant vos ert bien conté 
La joie qu'il i gaegna 
Dont tous li regnes amenda. 


(Mesire Gawain found it 

In that same time that Arthur reigned. 
Further on ye shall be told 

Of the joy that he won there 

Of which all the kingdom was the better.) 


But, we are told, Perceval had found it 
first—a manifest addition, introduced in 
order to bring the text into some sort of 
correspondence with the poem to which it is 
the ostensible preface. An account of the 


114 THE QUEST OF THE HOLY GRAIL 


Grail visit follows, told in close agreement 
with the Bleheris-Gawain form, the details of 
which agree with no Perceval visit. The text 
goes on to say that the court of the Rich 
Fisher was found seven times, and the 
streams ran again, and the land was re- 
peopled. A brief summary of these ‘ findings’ 
is given; each, it is said, has its own tale, 
and these tales, it is worth noting, agree in 
more than one case with tales included in 
the Wauchier continuation. 

Now the fact that this text is entitled 
Elucidation shows, I think, that to the mind 
of the writer it did afford an explanation of 
the Grail problem; but so far that ex- 
planation has baffled the acumen of scholars. 
It is obvious that from the point of view of 
the Christian origin of the story, that which 
connects the Grail with Joseph of Arimathea, 
there is nothing to be made of it. From the 
point of view of a Folk-lore origin, it is a 
fantastic and picturesque story, but one that 
cannot be classed as a member of any known 
family or group of folk or fairy tale. From 
the Ritual point of view it seems to be capable 
of reasonable explanation. 

Is it a far-fetched hypothesis to assume 
that we have here, couched in figurative 
romance form, an account of the disap- 
pearance of a once-popular form of faith 
and worship ? That at one time the nature- 
ritual, upon the due performance of which the 


THE TESTING OF THE THEORY 115 


fertility of the land was held to depend, was 
celebrated publicly and generally ; but in 
consequence of the insults offered by a 
(probably local) chieftain and his men to the 
priestesses of that cult, or may be to the 
temple maidens, the open celebration ceased. 
The tradition of these rites, their significance, 
and their continued life in some secret strong- 
hold, was, however, preserved in the families 
of those who had been, perhaps still were, 
officials of the cult. That Bleheris was a 
member of such a family, and, therefore, 
in possession of the Grail tradition which, in 
the form of a romantic Arthurian tale, he 
told to his French friends. The tale would 
thus be, as I have already on other grounds 
assumed, the traditional record of a genuine 
experience. 

This view seems to me to meet all the 
conditions essential for the starting-point of 
our story. In the present state of our know- 
ledge of the Druidic religion we cannot affirm 
that nature-worship, in a ‘mystery’ form, 
was practised by them; but neither can we 
deny it. We do kriow that they held views 
on the origin and transmission of life of a 
profound and complicated character. Also, 
besides the Greek origin claimed for the 
Irish gods and the ascertained double char- 
acter ascribed to them (at once deities of 
increase and fertility, and lords of life), we 
have the fact of the Pheenician settlements on 
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British coasts, which would render possible 
the introduction of the Adonis cult by the 
original founders. The postulates on which 
our hypothesis rests are, I submit, well 
within the bounds of historic possibility. 

How, then, is the process of evolution into 
a Christian mystical romance to be traced ? 
First, I think it is obvious that we have here 
the result of two distinct and separate cur- 
rents of influence. The material has been 
remodelled from the outside by men who had 
no knowledge of what the story really meant ; 
it has been developed from the inside by 
those who possessed that knowledge. 

To the first group, the Talisman, in its 
lower form, the Cup, accompanied by the 
Bleeding Lance, irresistibly recalled the instru- 
ments of the Passion. Be it remembered 
that this was the period of the Crusades, 
when the whole attention of Christendom 
was concentrated on the effort to wrest the 
Holy Places, the scene of the Life and Death 
of our Lord, from the hands of the. Infidel. 
Every prince or noble returning from the 
Holy Land would bring with him a relic of 
more or less pronounced sanctity. None of 
these relics were of more importance than the 
Holy Blood, which lent distinction to the 
shrines of Bruges and Westminster, and helped 
to exalt the reputation of the previously 
existing Saint-Sang of Fescamp. The dis- 
covery of the Holy Lance at Antioch, towards 
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the end of the twelfth century, had given an 
impetus to the formation of legends dealing 
with its reputed owner, whether centurion 
or soldier ; there can be little doubt that 
hagiographical details connected with the 
Lance of Longinus ultimately affected the 
descriptions of the Grail Lance. 

The process of Christianization, then, 
started at the lowest and most obvious point 
of contact, and there seems reason to believe 
that at its outset it aimed at, and effected, no 
more than the identification of one special 
symbol with a Christian relic; the Bleheris- 
Gawain form, in the best version extant, 
remaining unaffected save in the identifi- 
cation of the Lance with the weapon of the 
Passion; the Grail itself, and all the details 
of the story retaining their original ‘ popular ? 
character. From the interpolations in cer- 
tain MSS., it seems probable that the next 
step was the connection of the Grail, as 
feeding - vessel, with Christian tradition, 
through the personality of Joseph of Ari- 
mathea. There can, I think, be little doubt 
that the model for the Joseph story was 
found in the Fescamp legend; and, as we 
have seen above, there is ground for sus- 
pecting that the first definitely Christian 
Grail romance may have been due to the in- 
ventive talent of the Minstrel Guild attached 
to that foundation. It was probably a ver- 
sion of this romance, worked over, and 
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modified in the interests of the kindred 
foundation of Glastonbury, which definitely 
associated the Grail with Joseph, as Apostle 
of Britain. 

We no longer have the Perlesvaus in its 
original form; and it is not easy to say 
whether the original author did, or did not, 
understand his material. The presence of the 
Three Kings, of the Perilous Chapel, and 
other minor incidents would seem to indicate 
that he did; but in its present form the 
Christian exoteric tradition is dominant. 
We may note also that the prominent 
position assigned to Gawain, and the court- 
eous and chivalrous character he bears in the 
romance, are certain indications of a com- 
paratively early date, even for our redaction ; 
Lancelot has not yet ousted him from his 
position as first knight of the court. 

At the same time his primacy as Grail hero 
has already been assailed, and he has been 
forced to yield in pride of place to Perceval. 
Whether there ever was a definite Christian 
form of the Gawain Grail Quest is a difficult 
question to decide. The character of this 
hero belongs to the very earliest stratum of 
Arthurian tradition, and is associated with 
certain mythic conceptions closely akin to 
those which find expression in nature-ritual, 
but somewhat difficult to reconcile with 
Christian teaching and ethic. Gawain is 
beyond all doubt the original protagonist of 
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the Quest, in its primitive, pre-Christian 
form ; and it seems most probable that, as 
such, an attempt was made to retain him in 
that original position by introducing modi- 
fications and interpolations into an already 
existing story, such as we see introduced into 
the Bleheris form. But the whole process 
of Arthurian romantic evolution was in the 
contrary direction; Gawain not only could 
not be retained as Grail hero, but was forced 
gradually to yield his position as Chivalric 
hero to other knights. So far as the evi- 
dence of the texts preserved to us is con- 
cerned, the process of evolution of the 
Christian Grail Quest is associated with 
Perceval. Perceval, like Gawain, is originally 
a Folk-lore hero; unlike Gawain, he never 
seems to have been connected with the Grail 
in its pre-Christian form. 

I have elsewhere (Legend of Sir Perceval, 
vol. ii.) discussed the question of the reasons 
determining the choice of Perceval as 
Gawain’s successor; they are not easy to 
determine. I am inclined to hold that the 
determining factor was the recognition of 
the Grail Quest as an Initiation story, 
assisted by the fact that Perceval is always 
known as ‘ the son of the Widow’ (le fils de 
la veve dame), a well-known title for the 
initiate. This would, of course, indicate that 
the author of the original Perceval Grail 
Quest understood the true character of the 
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story; and if that original Perceval Quest 
were, as seems probable, the first form of the 
Perlesvaus, we have on other grounds reason 
to come to the same conclusion. 

On the other hand, there is no evidence that 
Chrétien de Troyes, to whom one school of 
critics would fain ascribe the conception and 
construction of the first Grail romance, had 
any idea whatever of the real character of the 
story. There is no trace of any ‘occult’ 
significance in his presentation; the fact 
that while departing from the general tra- 
dition in making Perceval’s father survive 
the birth of his son for some years (in the 
original tale he dies before, or immediately 
after, his birth), he ascribes to him the wound 
peculiar to the Fisher King, shows that he 
was handling his material without accur- 
ate knowledge of its character. The more 
primitive features of the story, the Dead 
Knight upon the bier, the Weeping Women, 
are absent from Chrétien’s version; and it 
is to my mind impossible to resist the con- 
clusion that to the French poet the story of 
the Grail Quest appealed as a romance of 
chivalric adventure, and as nothing more. 

With Robert de Borron the case is different. 
This writer is certainly later than Chrétien, 
but as certainly he possessed knowledge 
which he could not have derived from 
Chrétien’s poem. He knew, and that from 
the inside, the material with which he was 
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dealing. To Borron this is no mere nature- 
ritual, on the performance of which the 
fertility of the land depends. He has re- 
tained the threefold symbolism, the three 
successive Tables, the three Grail-Keepers, 
but he lifts the interpretation on to a higher 
plane. For him the Grail is equated with 
the Christian Eucharist. There can, I think, 
be little doubt that he designed his version 
from the point of view of one familiar with 
Christian esoteric teaching, one to whom 
the threefold aspect of the Grail naturally 
translated itself into the threefold sig- 
nificance of the Eucharist, as the Feast of 
Communion, the actual Body and Blood of 
the Lord, and the source of Spiritual Life. 
It is more than possible that Borron was one 
of those who would have joined with full 
understanding in the ‘ Alleluia’ office. 

A very curious fact is that Borron was 
evidently familiar with the tradition of the 
Ritual Fish-Meal as observed by the early 
Christian Church (cf. here Dr. Eisler’s article 
on ‘ The Messianic Fish-Meal of the Primitive 
Church,’ The Quest, vol. iv., No. 3), as is 
proved by his story of Brons’ capture of the 
fish, of which no other Grail writer shows a 
knowledge. Again, his account of Alain, his 
pledge of virginity, and the fact that he 
becomes the father of the Grail-Winner, is in 
curious accord with the Narada story of 
world-origins, where the son of Brahma, 
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ordered by his father to wed and become the 
progenitor of the human race, steadfastly 
refuses, reproaching his father with being a 
false teacher, yet is afterwards reckoned as 
one of the Great Progenitors, and of all the 
Indian sages the one whose teaching is of 
most importance. A strange fact is that the 
parallel extends to the absence in each case 
of any reason for the change of mind; we 
are never told why, and under what cir- 
cumstances, Alain or Narada reconsidered 
their pledge of virginity. In fact, the more 
closely we study Borron’s version of the theme 
the more we become impressed with the 
nature and extent of his knowledge. 

The position of the writer of the Queste is 
less easy to determine. He certainly knew 
the Grail to be the Source of Life, and 
realized the fact that the end and aim of 
such a Quest was, and could only be, the 
attainment of conscious union with the 
Divine. His version is written from the 
Christian ‘mystic’ point of view—whether 
he had any knowledge of the pre-Christian 
“mystery °’ tradition on which the story was 
based is doubtful. It is true that he retains 
the automatic, food-providing character of 
the Grail, but he shows no knowledge of, or 
care for, the traditional incidents of the story. 
There is no abortive visit of the hero to the 
Castle, no Grail procession, no Waste Land ; 
the personality of the lord of the Castle and 
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his relationship to the hero are very confused. 
The standpoint of the writer is that of the 
hagiographer rather than of a writer of 
chivalric romance. Galahad’s feats are more 
reminiscent of the marvels wrought by a 
saint of The Golden Legend than of an 
initiate of the Greater Mysteries; the aim 
is spiritual indeed, but the method and 
presentation are crudely materialistic. The 
version of the Queste presupposes that of 
Borron, but the author is inferior in know- 
ledge and breadth of conception. 

The same criticism applies even more 
forcibly to the Grand Saint Graal; but here 
we are confronted with a curious element 
of heterodoxy. Josephe, the son of Joseph, 
consecrated by Christ Himself as first Bishop 
of His Church and Guardian of His Mysteries, 
is a figure quite impossible to reconcile with 
a loyal acceptance of the Petrine claims. If 
the writer of this romance really shared a 
Christian ‘mystery’ tradition it was one 
which could not have been considered ortho- 
dox. He seems also to have had a con- 
siderable knowledge of sundry apocryphal 
Acts, on which he drew for his ‘ Conversion ° 
stories; the whole is a curious, and not 
specially edifying, composition. 

The case of the Parzival is quite different. 
At first sight it might seem that the writer, 
Wolfram, or his source, had quite mis- 
understood his theme, but a closer knowledge 
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of the subject shows that the case is far 
otherwise. With the exception of the first 
Grail author, Bleheris, and, as we have seen, 
probably also of Borron, no other writer 
betrays so thorough a knowledge of the real 
meaning of the story. He knows what is the 
real nature of the Grail King’s disability, and 
he also knows that the result of the achieve- 
ment of the Quest will be his restoration not 
only to health, but also to youth. He knows 
that the Grail is the Source of Life, and 
emphasizes that knowledge in a manner not 
to be found elsewhere. Thus of the in- 
habitants of the Grail Castle he says de- 
finitely, “‘ Sie lebent von einem steine” (They 
live by a stone), and none who look upon it 
can die within seven days of that sight. If 
he chooses to show his ‘ occult’ knowledge by 
replacing one form of the Life Quest by 
another, and representing the Grail not as a 
Vessel but as the Stone of the Alchemical 
Quest, that Stone is none the less ‘The 
Grail.’ If an additional argument for the 
correctness of the view which regards the 
Grail tradition as the record of a Quest for 
the Source of Life, be needed, it may surely 
be found in the fact that it explains, as no 
other theory has hitherto done, the peculiar 
character here assumed by the Talisman, and 
brings the poem naturally, and without any 
straining of evidence, within the cycle of 
Grail ideas and traditions. 
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That the mind responsible for the change 
in the outward presentment of the object 
of the Quest was the same which was 
responsible for the structure of the poem, the 
carefully designed historical connections, alike 
with the house of Anjou and the descend- 
ants of the mythical Swan-Knight,—that 
the peculiarity of the conception was the 
outcome of the learning which embraced 
a knowledge of Arabic lore and sidereal 
cults,—seems more than probable. But I do 
not for a moment believe that such learning 
was possessed by the simple Bavarian knight, 
Wolfram von Eschenbach, who proclaims 
emphatically that he knows nothing of the 
lore contained in books : 


Swaz an den buochen stét geschriben 
Des bin ich kiinstelés beliben ; 


(Of what stands written in books, 
Of that have I remained without skill ;) 


and in another place : 


tne kan decheinen buochstap. 
(I know no letter.) 


Who and what was the mysterious Kiot 
to whose authority he makes appeal, we do 
not, possibly we never shall, know, but there 
seems little doubt that we may reckon him 
among the small group of initiates who dealt, 
knowingly and understandingly, with their 
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great theme. Of these I hold there were, to 
our knowledge, three, who, each in his turn 
from a different standpoint, but each with 
equal understanding, handled the ‘ Secret of 
the Grail.’ 

Bleheris knew the pre-Christian mystery 
cult, its form and its intention, at the date 
at ae he lived, it may be, from tradition 
only. 

Borron knew the Christian ‘ mystery’ 
tradition, in its relation to the pre-Christian, 
and understood perfectly how the symbolism 
and terminology of the one could be trans- 
lated into the symbolism and terminology of 
the other. The confusion which has arisen 
in his version of the theme is due, not to any 
lack of knowledge on his part, but, as I have 
elsewhere shown, to the influence of a com- 
peting and powerful interest, in the shape of 
the Arthurian pseudo-historic tradition. 

And if Borron knew the relation existing 
between Christian and pre-Christian mystery 
ritual, Kiot knew the relation between the 
different forms of the Life-Quest, and how, 
while changing the outward imagery, the 
inward meaning could still be preserved 
intact. He knew how two objects, so ap- 
parently different from each other as the 
Chalice of the Eucharist and a precious Stone, 
could, in fact, represent precisely the same 
idea, could both of them be ‘ The Grail.’ At 
the same time there is in his version no trace 
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of the distinctively Christian ‘ mystic’ ele- 
ment, which, introduced by Borron, became so 
dominant in the Queste. If not heterodox, as 
is the Grand Saint Graal, the Parzival is far 
from being as militantly orthodox as are the 
Queste or the Perlesvaus ; the poem, if marked 
by a genuine religious fervour, is also inspired 
by a wide tolerance. It is impossible not to 
feel that we are here dealing with an original 
and truly remarkable mind. I would submit 
that, with the Ritual theory for our guide, 
the apparent contradictions which mark the 
extant forms of our story resolve themselves 
into a general harmony of conception. 

Nor does the acceptance of this theory 
involve the rejection of Christian and popular 
traditions as factors in the evolutionary 
process. As we have seen, the identification 
of the Grail in its lowest form with a Saint- 
Sang relic opened the way for the intro- 
duction of Nicodemus and Joseph of Ari- 
mathea, and the construction, with the aid 
of the pseudo-Gospel records, of an elaborate 
‘early-history ’ of the relic. On the Folk- 
lore side, we may conjecture that certain 
peculiar features in the pre-Christian ritual 
feast encouraged the identification of the 
Grail, in its simplest, public form, with the 
automatic food-providing talisman of popular 
folk-tales. The introduction of such a feat- 
ure as the mysterious disappearance of the 
Castle could be rationally accounted for—the 
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aspirant, in a most probably artificially 
induced slumber, being conveyed to some 
distant point. But the very fact that it 
might happen, and therefore might well have 
formed part of the genuine tradition, would 
help to assimilate the tale to a folk-lore 
model, where such marvellous experiences 
were not uncommon. It is quite certain that, 
at a comparatively early stage of its evo- 
lution, the story of the Grail Quest became 
incorporated with a series of adventures of 
purely Folk-lore origin, the adventures of the 
hero we know as Perceval, and the com- 
bination thus formed was productive of 
admirable results, alike from the standpoint 
of literary form and of interpretation. 

It may be well here to refer to the researches 
of an American scholar, Dr. Nitze, of Chicago 
University, as that critic, while adopting the 
theory of a Ritual origin for the story, has 
developed it upon lines differing from those 
indicated in this work. Thus Dr. Nitze 
would seek the origin of the story rather in 
the Eleusinian Mysteries than in the Adonis 
Cults. He believes the Grail story to be an 
integral part of the Perceval tradition, not an 
addition to that tale, and lays great stress 
on the relationship existing in this version 
between the hero and the Grail King. 

Now it is undoubtedly true that, at a 
certain stage of social development, among 
certain, we may probably say the majority 
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of peoples, the matriarchal system prevailed, 
and the sister’s son was the due and rightful 
successor to his uncle. The father, whose 
identity was frequently doubtful, did not 
count. It is also quite true that this is a 
very marked feature of the Perceval story, 
where the identity of the father varies, and 
he is never the equal of the mother, always a 
princess, or queen in her own right; em- 
phatically, ‘a great lady.’ It is also true that 
among many peoples great stress is laid on 
the rites attending the attainment of puberty 
and the admission of the youth into the 
full privileges of manhood, rites which often 
assume the character of an initiation. 

On the other hand, it is by no means proved 
that the matriarchal principle was a feature 
of early Greek social organization ; it has, in 
fact, been strongly denied. Nor do we know 
that the priestly rights reserved to the two 
families, the Eumolpides and the Kerykes, 
who were responsible for the due celebration 
of the Eleusinian ritual, descended from uncle 
to nephew and were not equally enjoyed by 
all members of these clans. The fact that 
the inscription of a child as member of 
the family depended, as in other Athenian 
families, upon a declaration of paternity 
made on oath by the reputed father, seems 
to point strongly against the existence of 
mother-right. Nor do the Eleusinian Mys- 
teries offer us the required mise en scène. 
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In my view the relationship of which Dr. 
Nitze makes so much, is to be regarded as 
a purely social, not in any sense a ritual, 
survival. It is a lingering trace of the social 
conditions prevailing at the time when the 
Perceval story took form and shape, an inter- 
esting proof of the antiquity of the tale, qua 
tale. At the same time it is a feature which 
is shared by other romantic traditions. In 
all our romantic cycles the hero is the nephew 
of the ruling monarch, not his, but his sister’s 
son. This is the relation between Cuchullinn 
and Conchobar, between Diarmid and Finn, 
Gawain and Arthur, Roland and Charle- 
magne, Tristan and Mark ; and in this latter 
instance we have sufficient record of the 
Pictish rulers to lend support to the view that 
we are here dealing with a genuine historic 
tradition. But in none of these cases is there 
the smallest trace of a ritual element, or signs 
of anything in the least resembling our Grail 
story. In my view, the facts upon which Dr. 
Nitze relies in support of his theory that the 
Grail is an integral part of the Perceval story, 
are precisely facts which prove the contrary. 

To my mind it is a significant point that 
while the Adonis ritual does provide us with 
the necessary sequence of incident and in- 
tention, none of the popular survivals, nor 
their striking correspondent parallels in 
Indian Vedic tradition, ever regard the 
‘medicine man,’ whose rôle it is to restore to 
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life the representative of the Vegetation 
Spirit, as in any way a relative; he is brought 
in from the outside. Also, among those 
peoples who have retained the primitive idea 
of the dependence of the prosperity of the 
folk, and of the fertility of the land, on the 
health and vigour of the King, royalty is not 
hereditary—facts which point rather to the 
conclusion that versions in which the hero 
is, as in the case of Gawain, no relation to the 
Grail King, represent more accurately the 
primitive form. In this connection certain 
passages, both in the poems of Chrétien and 
Wolfram and in other early Arthurian ro- 
mances, which refer to Gawain’s knowledge of 
medicine and skill as physician, assume a 
new significance. Such knowledge forms no 
part of the ordinary chivalric equipment, 
and hitherto it has been difficult to account 
for its association with so purely romantic a 
hero as Gawain. If, however, we admit that 
Gawain was the original protagonist of the 
Grail adventure, and that the source of that 
adventure was as suggested in these pages, 
then these passages assume an entirely differ- 
ent and important evidential character. 
Thus, while admitting the value of much 
of Dr. Nitze’s work, and the light it has 
thrown on certain features of the legend, I 
cannot admit that the Eleusinian cult pro- 
vides us with as satisfactory an explanation 
of the peculiar features and incidents of the 
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Grail story as may be found in the more 
widely diffused Adonis ritual. 

But it becomes more and more impossible 
to look upon the poem of Chrétien de Troyes 
as in any sense the starting-point of the story, 
more and more impossible to base upon the 
données of that poem any coherent theory of 
origins. There is no sign that Chrétien knew 
anything of the Grail in its ‘ mystery ’ aspect ; 
he refers to it as ‘ sainte’—“‘ tante sainte cose 
est li Greaus ” (so holy a thing is the Grail), a 
term which might well accord with his know- 
ledge of the talisman as a Saint-Sang relic, 
and as that alone; there is no evidence of a 
deeper knowledge. The interest of Chrétien’s 
poem centres in the hero rather than in the 
quest, which in this special form is only one 
among many incidents, and really less im- 
portant than Gawain’s adventures at the 
Chastel Merveilleus. As remarked above, 
the Perceval is a chivalric romance, not the 
record of aspiritual adventure. Ihave above 
referred to Dr. Nitze’s work, and here it may 
be interesting to draw attention to his 
criticism of a point of detail which had 
escaped the attention of other scholars, but 
which may throw some light upon the source 
whence Chrétien’s version was derived. 

When the hero arrives at the Grail Castle 
he finds the host in the great hall, reclining 
on a couch before the fire which burns on a 
central hearth round which some four 
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hundred knights are seated. In the Parzival 
there are three such hearths round which the 
couches for the knights are placed. Now 
Dr. Nitze has very acutely remarked that no 
French hall of that date had a central fire- 
place (by that time it had become the in- 
variable practice to build the hearth against 
the wall, generally at one end of the hall), 
and that the description of the internal 
arrangements of the Grail hall, the central 
fires, and the seating of the knights corre- 
spond with remarkable fidelity to those pre- 
vailing in the famous hall of Tara, where the 
outline of the hearths may still be traced. 
Whether this arrangement of a centra] hearth 
be genuinely Irish, or borrowed from the 
Scandinavian during the period of the Viking 
occupation (there is no doubt as to its use in 
the North), is another matter ; what is quite 
certain is that it is not French, and therefore 
cannot be Chrétien’s invention. 

And if it is not easy to determine the nature 
and source of Chrétien’s knowledge, it is fully 
as difficult to determine what his continuators 
knew of the Grail. All three alike, Wauchier, 
Gerbert, and Manessier, drew from diverse 
sources, and were at no pains to harmon- 
ize the very divergent statements. Thus 
Wauchier, while giving at full length the 
Bleheris-Gawain visit, incorporates also a 
version in which the Fisher King nightly 
journeys abroad, accompanied by the Grail, 
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which gives light for his progress and pre- 
serves all who behold it from sin. This 
version receives support from an interesting 
passage in the unique Merlin MS. (B.N. 
Fonds Frang. 387), where sundry knights of 
Arthur’s court meet a Grail procession ina 
forest, the details of which correspond closely 
with Wauchier’sindications. Again, Wauchier 
knows Perceval’s sister, a maiden of saintly 
life ; but Chrétien’s hero has no sister. Thus 
we may postulate on the part of Wauchier a 
knowledge of at least three Grail versions : 
one of which Gawain was the hero, one in 
which Perceval had a sister (a form which 
would approach that known to Borron, and 
the author of the Queste), and Chrétien’s 
poem. The peripatetic Fisher King might 
belong to the second form. Gerbert, again, 
knew several (probably four) versions. Thus, 
that which he designates as the ‘vraie 
estoire’ agrees with Wolfram, and may 
very well preserve the source common to the 
German and French poets, i.e. that used by 
Kiot and Chrétien, but with features absent 
from the latter and in some instances from 
Wolfram. Other sections obviously derive 
from a form of the Perlesvaus and the Queste ; 
and he of course knows Chrétien. Manessier, 
while he introduces his contribution to the 
confused medley with a picturesque ‘ Ven- 
geance’” tale which has no connection with 
any other version of the story, concludes it in 
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a form showing strong affinity with Wolfram’s 
version. None of these writers show them- 
selves in the least disturbed by the manifold 
discrepancies in their presentation, or appear 
to possess such a definite and independent 
knowledge of their subject as would have 
enabled them to seize and co-ordinate the 
features of real significance. We must con- 
sider them, I think, as story-tellers, and as 
story-tellers only, and at the same time realize 
that the Grail romances which have de- 
scended to us form but a small portion of 
those which were current in the closing years 
of the twelfth and early years of the thirteenth 
centuries. 

And then the fount of inspiration seems 
suddenly to have run dry; as noted in the 
opening chapter, the sudden cessation of 
interest in the theme is as remarkable as its 
sudden popularity. Why, after those open- 
ing years of the thirteenth century, did no one 
write a Grailrcmance ? As noted above, they 
would not have lacked readers. May it not 
be that it was because the origin of the Grail 
was, as here suggested, not merely pre- 
Christian, but non-Christian, associated in 
its essence with ideas and practices which 
the Church, all-powerful in those days, could 
not countenance ? That even in its pro- 
fessedly Christian form it had passed through 
the medium, and bore the impress, of a body 
of thought and idea, which, known by the 
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name of Gnosticism, was already under the 
Church’s ban? That there were those among 
the ecclesiastical authorities who knew, quite 
as well as did Bleheris, Borron, or Kiot, what 
the Grail was, and whence it derived, and 
that such authorities steadily and silently 
discouraged the making of Grail romances ? 

The Parzival suggests also the possible 
operation of other influences which would 
have a deterrent effect. There we find the 
Grail in the care of a body of semi-religious, 
semi-militant knights, who bear the sig- 
nificant name of Templeisen. Now one of the 
most interesting of unsolved historic pro- 
blems is that connected with the fall of the 
Templars. No doubt their wealth excited 
the cupidity of the powers that be; but 
what were the grounds on which it was 
possible to base an accusation of heresy 
sufficiently serious to bring about the de- 
struction of so formidable and well-organized 
a body? Were the Templars idolaters ? 
Were they Gnostics ? We cannot tell; but 
I am strongly inclined to believe that the 
connection between these knights and the 
Grail, indicated by the Parzival and hinted 
at by the Perlesvaus (where we have a body 
of knightly hermits, bearing the Cross on 
their robes), has a foundation in fact, and 
that the same influences which brought about 
the ruin of the one were responsible for the 
disappearance of the other. 
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The whole question of the later evolution 
of the Grail theme is surrounded by diffi- 
culties ; the steps of external Christianization 
are easily traced, but the precise conditions 
of thought and practice which made the 
Christianization from inside possible, which 
recognized alike the true character of the 
higher mystery teaching, and its relation to 
similar teaching within the limits of the 
Christian Faith, cannot be as readily de- 
termined. We know that the tradition of 
an esoteric doctrine persisted, and that, 
while in the West the tradition adjusted 
itself to Orthodox demands, and, assuming 
a contemplative and devotional character, 
lived on in the works of those Christian 
mystics whose writings we hold among our 
most precious treasures, and whose kinship 
with the pre-Christian philosophers Dr. Inge 
has demonstrated, in the East it retained 
more or less its original character. The 
home of this objective tradition, we are told, 
was mainly Byzantium, and the closer con- 
nection between East and West brought 
about by the Crusades may well have 
facilitated the infiltration of ideas and prac- 
tices not indigenous to Western Christianity. 

There is a stream of tradition, running as 
it were underground, which from time to 
time rises to the surface, only to be relentlessly 
suppressed. It may be the Troubadours, 
the symbolical language of whose love poems 
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is held to convey another, and less innocent, 
meaning ; or the Albigenses, whose destruc- 
tion the Church holds for a sacred duty. 
Alchemy, whose Elixir of Life and Philo- 
sopher’s Stone are but names veiling a deeper 
and more spiritual meaning, belongs to the 
same family. I have myself seen an illus- 
trated treatise on Alchemy, where the end 
sought is figured in a plate representing 
the Soul, crowned and enthroned, swallowing 
the Body. Of similar origin is that Free- 
Masonry which outside our own Islands is 
even to-day reckoned as the greatest enemy 
of the Christian Faith, and which still employs 
signs and symbols identical with those known 
and used in the Mysteries of long-vanished 
faiths. 

Whatever may be the significance of these 
facts, we know, and everystudent of medieval 
literature will bear the same witness, that 
there were strange currents stirring in those 
days, that more was believed, more was 
known, than the official guardians of faith 
and morals cared to admit, and that much, 
very much, of this undercurrent of yearning 
and investigation was concerned with the 
search for the source of Life—Life physical, 
Life immortal. 

It is no empty claim we make when we 
contend that the Grail romances are a sur- 
vival of that period of unrest, that they are 
to be treasured not merely as the remains, 
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poor and fragmentary, of what must have 
been a great and enthralling body of literature, 
not merely as themselves literary monuments 
of no small value, as the works of Wolfram 
and Chrétien and Malory’s noble renderings 
may well be reckoned, but as the record of 
a determined effort to attain, on the lower 
plane, to a definite and personal knowledge 
of the Secret of Life, on the higher, to that 
intimate and personal contact with the 
Divine Source of Life, in which, in the view 
of the mystics of all ages, is to be found the 
sole Reality. 

It is from this point of view that the Search 
for the Grail is worthy of being reckoned 
among the great Quests, and of finding its 
place among the literature which deals with 
the deepest, and most keenly felt, of all 
human needs. 


APPENDIX 
THE GRAIL PROCESSION 


Tue following passages descriptive of the 
various appearances of the Grail may enable 
the reader to understand more clearly the 
contradictory character of the evidence, 
and the difficulty of finding a solution 
which will harmonize such conflicting state- 
ments. 

I give, in the original, French texts of which 
no adequate translation has been published ; 
where such translations are easily accessible 
I cite these. 

I begin with Chrétien de Troyes, as 
his poem is still held by certain critics 
to be the source of all the other existing 
versions. 

In Chrétien’s description, as the hero sits 
with the Fisher King and his knights in the 
great hall of the Grail Castle, there enters a 
youth, bearing a Lance of ‘fer blanc,’ from 
the point of which a single drop of blood 
runs down to the hand of the bearer; then 
two more with golden candlesticks, each 
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having, at least, ten lighted candles following 


them : 


Un graal entre ses II. mains 

Une damoisiele tenoit 

Qui avoec les varlés venoit 

Biele, gente, et acesmée. 

Quant ele fu laiens entrée 

Atout le graal qu'ele tint 

Une si grans clartés à vint 

Que si perdirent les candoiles 

Lor clarté com font les estoiles 

Quant li solaus lieve ou la lune. 

Apries igou en revint une 

Qui tint le tailléor d'argent. 

Igou vos di veraiement 

De fin or esmerée estoit, 

Piéres pressieuses avoit 

El graal de maintes manières, 

Des plus rices et des plus cieres 

Qui el mont ou en tiere soient, 

Totes autres pieres passoient 

Celes du greal sans dotance. 
(Porvin, ll. 4398-417.) 


(A grail between her two hands 
A maiden held, 

Who with the squires came, 
Fair, gracious, and richly clad. 
When she had entered therein 
With the grail she held, 

So great a light came there 
That the candles lost 

Their light as do the stars 
When sun or moon ariseth. 
After this maiden came one 
Who bare the éailléor of silver; 
I tell ye verily, 

Of pure refined gold it was, 
And precious stones it had, 


APPENDIX 143 


The grail, of many kinds, 

The richest and most precious 

That were in the world or on earth; 
All other stones were surpassed 

By those of the grail, without doubt.) 


The version of Wolfram von Eschenbach 
is much more detailed; the squire holding 
the Lance from which the blood ran fast 
“ adown to the hand of the holder till ’twas 
lost in his sleeve at last,’? makes the circuit 
of the hall and disappears before there is any 
sign of the Grail procession. When it enters 
it is ordered on this wise : 


At the end of the hall a doorway of steel did they 
open fair 

And two noble children entered. Now hearken what 
guise they bare 

An a knight for love would serve them, with love 
they his task might pay, 

For such fair and gracious maidens as e’er man 
might woo were they. 

Each wore on her hair loose flowing a chaplet of 
blossoms, bound 

With a silken band, beneath it, their tresses, they 
sought the ground. 

And the hand of each maiden carried a candlestick 
all of gold, 

And every golden socket did a burning taper hold. 

Nor would I forget the raiment these gentle maidens 
ware, 

For one was Tenabroc’s countess, ruddy brown was 
her robe so fair, 

And the selfsame garb wore the maiden who beside 
the countess paced, 

And with girdles rich and costly were they girt 
round each slender waist. 
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And behind them there came a duchess and her 
fellow ; of ivory white 

Two stools they bare, and glowing their lips, e’en as 
fire is bright. 

Then they bowed, the four, and bending, the stools 
*fore the host they laid, 

Nor was aught to their service lacking, but fitly their 
part they played. 

Then they stood, all four together, and their faces 
were fair to see, 

And the vesture of each fair maiden was like to the 
other three. 


Now see how they followed swiftly, fair maidens 
twice told four, 

And this was, I ween, their office, four tapers tall 
they bore, 

Nor the others deemed too heavy the weight of a 
precious stone, 

And by day the sun shone thro’ it, as Jacinth its 
name is known. 

’Twas long and broad, and for lightness had they 
fashioned it fair and meet, 

To serve at will for a table where a wealthy host 
might eat. 

And straight to the host they stepped them, and 
they bowed their fair heads low, 

And four laid the costly table on the ivory white as snow, 

The stools they had placed aforetime—then, courteous, 
they turned aside, 

And there by their four companions stood the eight 
in their maiden pride. 

And green were the robes of these maidens, green 
as grass in the month of May, 

Of samite, in Assagog woven, both long and wide 
were they, 

And girt at the waist with a girdle, narrow, and 
long, and fair, 

And each of these gentle maidens wore a wreath on 
her shining hair. 
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Now Iwan, the Count of Nonel, and Jernis, the Lord 
of Reil, 

To the Grail were their daughters summoned, from 
many a distant mile, 

And they came, these two princesses, in raiment 
wondrous fair, 

And two keen-edged knives, a marvel, on cloths did 
those maidens bear. 

Of silver white and shining were they wrought, with 
such cunning skill 

So sharp, that methinks their edges e’en steel might 
they cut at will. 

And maidens four went before them, for this should 
their office be, 

To bear tapers before the silver, four children from 
falsehood free. 

Six maidens all told, they entered, and took thro’ 
the hall their way, 

Now hearken, and I will tell ye the service they did 
that day. 

They bowed, and the twain who carried the silver, 
they laid it low 

On the Jacinth, and courteous turning, to the twelve 
in order go. 

And now, have I counted rightly, here shall eighteen 
maidens stand, 

And lo! six again come hither in vesture from 
distant land, 

Half of silk with gold thread inwoven, half of silk 
of Nineveh bright, 

For they, and the six before them, parti-coloured 
their robes of light. 


And last of those maids a maiden, o’er the others 
was she queen, 

So fair her face that they thought them ’twas the 
morning’s dawn, I ween! 

And they saw her clad in raiment of pfellel of 
Araby, 

And she bare aloft on a cushion of verdant Achmärdi, 


146 THE QUEST OF THE HOLY GRAIL 


Root and blossom of Paradise garden, that thing 
which men call The Grail, 

The crown of all earthly wishes, fair fulness that 
ne’er shall fail! 

Repanse de Schoie did they call her, in whose hands 
the Grail might lie, 

By the Grail Itself elected was she to this office high. 

And they who would here do service, those maids 
must be pure of heart, 

And true in life, nor falsehood shall have in their 
dealings part. 


And lights both rare and costly before the Grail 
they bore, 
Six glasses tall, transparent, and wondrous balsam’s 
store 
Burst therein with a strange sweet perfume; with 
measured steps they came, 
And the queen bowed low with the maidens who 
bare the balsam’s flame. 
And this maiden, free from falsehood, the Grail on 
the Jacinth laid; 
And Parzival looked upon her, beholding the royal 
maid 
Elect to so high an office, whose mantle he needs 
must wear. 
Then the seven, courteous, turned them to the 
eighteen maidens fair, 
And the noblest they placed in the centre, and 
twelve on either side, 
They stood, but the crownéd maiden, no beauty with 
her’s had vied! 
(Parzival, Book v. 1l. 137-204.) 
No other text gives a Grail procession to 
compare with this in stately dignity. Later 
on (Book ix.), we are told that the mysterious 
object is the Stone, ‘ Lapis Exilis, by virtue 
of which the Phoenix renews its youth ; none 
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can die within eight days of beholding it, 
and those who live in its service rejoice in 
perpetual youth: “ Young they abide for 
ever, and this Stone all men call The Grail” 
(ix. Il. 626-40). 

In the prose Perceval we read : 


“ Ensi com il seoient, et on lor aportoit le 
premier més, si virent d’une cambre issir une 
damiesele molt ricement atirée, et avoit une 
touaile entor son col, et portoit en ses mains 
II. tailléors d'argent. Après vint uns valles 
qui aporta une lance, et sainoit par le fer III. 
gouttes de sanc, et entroient en une cambre par 
devant Perceval, et après si vint uns valles, et 
portoit entre ses mains le vaissel que Nostre 
Sire douna a Joseph en le prison, et le porta 
molt hautement entre ses mains; et quant 
li sire le vit si l’enclina, et rendi se cope, 
et tot cil de Vostel autresi” (Modena MS., 
p. 59). 


(As they sat thus, and were served with 
the first meat, they saw issue from a chamber 
a maiden, very richly clad, with a towel 
round her neck, and she bare in her hands two 
little tailléors of silver; after her came a 
squire, who bare a lance the blade of which 
bled three drops of blood ; and they entered 
a chamber opposite to Perceval. And after 
came a squire, who bare between his hands the 
Vessel which Our Lord gave to Joseph in the 
prison, and he bare it on high, betwixt his 
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hands, and when the lord saw it he bowed 
towards it, and beat his breast, and all those 
of the hostel did the like.) 


It may be worth noting here that the 
tailléors which figure in some versions of the 
procession are a veritable crux for the critic. 
The word really means a platter on which 
meat is carved, and what such an object can 
have to do with the Grail is not very clear. 
It will be noted that Wolfram instead of two 
silver tailléors has two silver knives, a point 
which has been seized upon by the advocates 
of the dependence of the German upon the 
French poem, as a proof that he was following, 
and misunderstanding, Chrétien’s version. 
He knew the word had some connection with 
cutting, and translated tailléor as ‘ knife.’ 
(It may be noted that while Chrétien has 
one tailléor, Wolfram has two knives.) But 
as a matter of fact, it is easier to account for 
the presence of two knives in the Grail pro- 
cession, than for that of one, or two, platters. 
The Fescamp ‘Saint-Sang’ relic had its 
double in the knife with which Nicodemus 
cleansed the dried blood from the wounds 
of the Redeemer; the two were preserved 
together at Fescamp. A second knife was 
mysteriously brought thither and deposited 
upon the altar, during the dedication service, 
by an angel in the garb of a pilgrim. If, as 
I have suggested above, the original home of 
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the Christian Grail tradition was Fescamp, 
the two knives connected with that Abbey 
may well have figured in the earlier versions. 
In the Perlesvaus the abortive visit of the 
hero precedes the opening of the story, and 
the proccession is witnessed by Gawain : 


“ Thereon, lo, you, two damsels that issue 
forth of a chapel, whereof the one holdeth in 
her hands the most Holy Grail, and the other 
the Lance whereof the point bleedeth there- 
into. And the one goeth beside the other in 
the midst of the hall where the knights and 
Messire Gawain sat at meat, and so sweet a 
smell, and so holy, came to them therefrom 
that they forgat to eat. Messire Gawain 
looketh at the Grail, and it seemed to him 
that a chalice was therein, albeit none there 
was as at this time, and he seeth the point of 
the Lance whence the red blood ran thereinto, 
and it seemeth to himthat he seeth two angels, 
that bear two candlesticks of gold, filled with 
candles. And the damsels pass before Messire 
Gawain, and go into another chapel ” (High 
History of the Holy Grail, vol. i. branch vi. 
chap. xix.). 


In Diu Créne, where Gawain is again the 
witness, we read : 


“ At the last came, in fair procession as it 
were, four seneschals, and as the last passed 
the door was the palace filled—nor were it 
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fitting that I say more. In the sight of all 
there paced into the hall two maidens fair 
and graceful, bearing two candlesticks ; be- 
hind each maid there came a youth, and the 
twain held between them a sharp spear. 
After these came other two maidens, fair in 
form, and richly clad, who bare a salver of 
gold and precious stones upon a silken cloth, 
and behind them, treading soft and slow, 
paced the fairest being whom since the world 
began God had wrought in woman’s wise, 
perfect was she in form and feature, and 
richly clad withal. Before her she held on a 
rich cloth of samite a jewel wrought of red 
gold, in form of a base, whereon there stood 
another, of gold and gems, fashioned even 
as a reliquary that standeth upon an altar. 
This maiden bare upon her head a crown of 
gold, and behind her came another, wondrous 
fair, who wept and made lament, but the 
others spake never a word, only drew nigh 
unto the host, and bowed them low before 
him ” (Sir Gawain at the Grail Castle, p. 40). 


The Spear is laid upon the table and sheds 
three drops of blood into the salver placed 
beneath it. 

In the prose Lancelot there is a solemn 
entry’ of the Grail, but the procession is 
lacking. A white dove, with a golden censer 
in its beak, enters by the open window and 
passes through the hall into a chamber; the 
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palace is filled with sweetest odours, and the 
folk, without speaking a word, prepare the 
tables, and sit down, ‘in prayers and orisons.? 


“With that there came forth from the 
chamber wherein the dove had entered a 
damsel, the fairest he (Sir Gawain) had beheld 
any day of his life, and without fail was she 
the fairest maiden then alive, nor was her 
peer thereafter born. Her hair was cunningly 
plaited, and her face was fair to look upon. 
She was beautiful with all the beauty that 
pertaineth unto a woman, none fairer was 
ever seen on earth. She came forth from 
the chamber bearing in her hands the richest 
vessel that might be beheld by the eye of 
mortal man. ’Twas made in the semblance 
of a chalice, and she held it on high above her 
head, so that she ever bowed before it” 
(Sir Gawain at the Grail Castle, p. 55). 


(Then follows the passage cited above, p. 2, 
as to the mysterious nature of the Vessel.) 

Certain of the Perceval MSS. contain a visit 
of Gawain to the castle, previous to that 
derived from Bleheris, and distinguished by 
a Grail procession, the details of which agree 
now with the Perceval now with the Gawain 
tradition. It runs as follows : 

As they sit at meat a very fair youth enters, 
bearing a Lance which bleeds ceaselessly, 


Et le fer de la lance saine 
Aing de saignier ne se lassa. 
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He passed through the hall, and then Gawain 


sees : 


D'une chambre issir parmi l'uis 
Une pucele belle et gente ; 

En li esgarder mist s’entente 
Gauvains, et durement li plot ; 
Et la pucele si portot 

I. petit tailléor d'argent, 

Par devant trestote la gent 

Sen passa outre après la lance. 
Après ce revit sans doutance, 

IT. vallez Mesire Gauvains 

Qui portoit chandeliers plains 
De chandelles toutes ardanz, 
Moult estoit engrès et ardans 
Mesire Gauvains de l'enquerre 
Quel gent se sont, et de quel terre ; 
Quanque Gauvuins ainsi pensoit, 
Après les vallez venir voit 
Parmi la sale une pucele 

Qui moult estoit et gente et bele, 
Mès moult plore et se desconforte ; 
Entre ses mains hautement porte 
I. graal trestout descovert. 
Gauvains le vit tout en apert, 
Si s’en merveille durement, 

Por qu'ele plore si forment, 

Et ou ele va, et qu'ele porte. 
De ce qu'ele ne se conforte, 

Et que de plorer ne se lasse, 

Se merveille, et cele s’en passe 
Par devant eux grant aléure, 
En une chambre entre à droiture, 
Et, quant ele fu ens entrée 
III. valles ont aportée 

Une bière après le Graal 
Couverte d’un paile roial ; 

Si ot dedenz la bière I. cors 

Et sor le paile par defors 
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Avoit une espée couchiée 
Qui par milieu estoit brisiée. 
(MS. Montpellier, printed by Potvin at end 
of vol. iii. of his edition of Chrétien’s 
poem.) 


This procession passes and repasses three 
times. Then Gawain sees: 


Issue from the door of a chamber, 

A maiden fair and gracious; 

He set his mind to gaze upon her, 
Gawain, and greatly she pleased him. 
And the maiden bare 

A little tailléor of silver, 

And before all the folk 

She passed on after the Lance. 

After that he saw again without doubt, 
Sir Gawain, two squires 

Who bare candlesticks full 

Of candles all burning, 

Very keen and eager 

Was Sir Gawain to ask 

Who were this folk, and of what land? 
And as Gawain mused thus, 

Following the squires, he saw come 
Thro’ the hall, a maiden 

Who was very gracious and fair; 

But much she wept, and discomforted herself. 
Between her hands she bare aloft 

A Grail, all uncovered. 

Gawain beheld it openly, 

And greatly he marvelled 

Why she wept thus sorely, 

And whither she went, and what she bare. 
Of this, that she was not comforted, 
And stayed not her weeping, 

He mervelled. And she passed 

Before them swiftly, 

Entering straightway into a chamber. 
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And when she was thither entered, 
Four squires have borne 

A bier after the Grail 

Covered with a royal pall; 

Within the bier was a body, 

And without, on the silk, 

There lay a sword 

Which was broken in the middle. 


In the curious unpublished Merlin MS., 
B.N. 387, certain knights of the Round Table 
meet the Grail procession passing through a 
forest ; here it is composed of a white stag, 
with a red cross on the forehead and lighted 
tapers on the horns, carrying on its back a 
Vessel, beneath a rich silken covering, and 
followed by a white brachet, and a little 
maiden leading in a leash two small white 
beasts, the size of rabbits. The procession 
is closed by a knight in a litter borne by four 
little palefrois, while voices in the air above 
are heard singing: “ Honour, and glory, and 
power, and everlasting joy to the Destroyer 
of Death!” Ihave suggested above (p. 134) 
that the version from which this description 
was derived may have been known to 
Wauchier. 

In the Bleheris and Queste versions, the 
Grail, as we have seen, is automatic, and 
requires no Bearer. 
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